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Praise


‘This volume has been eagerly awaited by military historians . . . [and is] a handsome and uncommonly well-edited edition . . . Sheffield and Bourne are correct to reject the charge that [Haig] was a mere “donkey”’


Max Hastings, Sunday Telegraph


‘Edited by two distinguished historians . . . this new edition may start to salvage [Haig’s] reputation’


Daily Mail


‘These admirably edited diaries . . . present a portrait of a commander dedicated to his professional duties . . . this book is likely to hold the field for another half-century’


Brian Bond, Times Literary Supplement


‘Thanks to the editors’ sterling efforts Haig emerges from his diaries neither as a hero nor a villain but as a human being vividly aware of the frailty of his role in shaping history . . . This is a major and much-needed addition to the historiography of one of the most contentious periods in British history’


Trevor Royle, Sunday Herald


‘Magnificently edited’


Raymond Carr, Spectator


‘Gary Sheffield and John Bourne have edited the Haig diaries with care and understanding . . . I recommend this book to anyone who wishes to expand their knowledge and understanding of Douglas Haig’


Western Front Association website


‘Through a collection of Haig’s diaries and letters, John Bourne and Gary Sheffield reveal a complex and misunderstood character’


Express and Star


‘These personal writings reveal an intelligent, humane individual doing his best under impossible conditions’


Scotsman


‘These selections, combined with the excellent introduction and helpful notes, show Haig in a very different light . . . These selections should do much to enable others to reach saner views’


Contemporary Review


‘ [A] . . . most important documentary volume . . . Handsomely produced and excellent value, the edition of the diaries is made more valuable by the inclusion of many of Haig’s letters, including to his wife and to George V. The introduction is also of considerable value, offering a thoughtful and instructive defence of Haig’s role that repays consideration’


Jeremy Black, Journal of the Royal United Services Institution


‘The two distinguished editors . . . have approached their subject from a less biased standpoint . . . In their introduction and notes to these diaries they have certainly achieved a balanced and fair view of the man, pricking a few myths along the way’


Military Illustrated


‘The diaries are on the whole engagingly written . . . the immediacy and consequent uncertainty of any outcome make compelling narrative, aided quite superbly by the editors’ explanatory and biographical notes’


Allan Mallinson, Literary Review


‘A full and intimate picture of one of the most controversial soldiers of the twentieth century . . . which throws completely new light on his career’


History Today






We respectfully dedicate this book to the memory Of two great Haig scholars, Robert Blake and John Terraine, and to Lord Haig.
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


Critical reaction to the publication of Douglas Haig: War Diaries and Letters 1914–18 provided more evidence, if any were needed, that the First World War remains contested ground. The book was reviewed widely in the press and popular journals, and the response was mostly positive. In general, the book was welcomed for making important source material available, even if individual reviewers may not have thought very highly of Haig as a man or a commander. The number of reviewers who took the opportunity to rehash the familiar, although thoroughly discredited, views of Haig as a mindless ‘donkey’, the British Army as utterly incompetent, and the First World War as futile, was refreshingly tiny. This perhaps indicates that the debate is beginning to come of age that even Douglas Haig can now be studied with a degree of detachment.


There is, however, still a considerable distance to travel. For some time, we have argued that the study of Britain in the First World War should move away from a fixation with personalities. In Douglas Haig: War Diaries and Letters 1914–18 we attempted to set the commander in the context of the army he commanded. It is surprising that even in the twenty-first century the debate on command on the Western Front should so often be couched in terms of heroes and villains. After listening to a thoughtful, well-researched lecture by a respected academic that in some respects was critical of Haig, a member of the audience said to Gary Sheffield that he was surprised that he had not risen to defend his ‘hero’. This individual seemed astonished when Sheffield told him that Haig was not his hero. Neither of us really go in for hero-worship; but if pressed, we would produce the names of Arsenal and Port Vale footballers, past and present, rather than generals. In the context of the First World War, it is the ordinary soldier, not the general, who emerges as the hero; an opinion that Douglas Haig shared. When in 1917 Sir William Orpen began to paint his portrait, Haig burst out, ‘Why waste your time painting me? Go and paint the men. They’re the fellows who are saving the world, and they are getting killed every day’.1 The significance of the achievement of the British Expeditionary Force, from Haig downwards, is masked rather than revealed by this fascination with ‘heroes’, ‘villains’ and personalities in general.


Britain’s role in the First World War is the subject of intensive study by scholars. Even since the hardback edition of this book went to press in late 2004, several works relevant to our understanding of Haig have appeared. James Beach, ‘British Intelligence and the German Army, 1914–1918’ (Ph D, University College London, 2005) is a seminal work that brings valuable insights into Haig’s use of military intelligence. Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, The Somme (Yale University Press, 2005) is an important book by two historians who have made significant contributions to the debate; however, we are unable to accept in full the negative version of Haig that they present. Simon Robbins, British Generalship on the Western Front 1914–18: Defeat into Victory (Frank Cass, 2004) is an important critical study based on very thorough exploitation of archival sources.


One aspect of Haig’s life that of necessity received scant coverage in this book was his role in the post-war British Legion. Niall Barr’s The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, Politics and Society, 1921–1939 (Greenwood, 2005) is valuable on this. Michael Snape’s God and the British Soldier: Religion and the British Army in the First and Second World Wars (Routledge, 2005) is an important study of the role of religion in the British Army, which demonstrates that Haig’s type of Christian faith was not exceptional among senior commanders. Dan Todman, The First World War: Myth and Memory (Hambledon and London, 2005), which traces the evolution of popular views of the war from 1918 to the present day, provides an important context in which to examine the fate of Douglas Haig’s reputation. Looking to the future, Gary Sheffield is writing a short biography of Haig, to be published by Weidenfeld in 2007. Haig’s grandson, Douglas Scott, is currently preparing a selection of Haig’s pre-1914 writings for publication. This will undoubtedly prove to be a valuable source for Haig’s early career.


We have taken the opportunity of this new edition to make some minor corrections. In addition to the acknowledgements contained in the hardback edition, we would also like to thank Jean-Noel Grandhomme, who gave us valuable assistance on compiling the biographies of French figures, Katie White, Weidenfeld’s Publicity Director, and Charlotte Cosic, her assistant; and Kate Shearman, the Editorial Director at Phoenix, who has overseen the production of this paperback edition.


Shrivenham and Birmingham
December 2005


Gary Sheffield
King’s College, London &
Joint Services Command and
Staff College
Shrivenham


John Bourne
Centre for First World War Studies
University of Birmingham


1 Quoted in J. Terraine, Douglas Haig: The Educated soldier (London: Cassell, 2000 edn) p. 487.




PREFACE


The First World War remains the most controversial war in British history. The reach of the conflict extends far beyond academe into the realms of literature, cultural studies, popular history, plays, films and television. The single most controversial figure of the period, whose reputation is central to many of the arguments, is Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig (later Earl Haig of Bemersyde). Haig’s voluminous writings, especially his diary, are an essential source for the study of Britain and the First World War. Given their importance, it is surprising that there has been only one published edition of Haig’s private papers. Edited by Robert Blake, this appeared over fifty years ago and has long been out of print. Similarly, Alfred Duff Cooper’s biography of Haig, which quoted from Haig’s diary at great length (and some other passages are thin paraphrases of diary entries) is even older, being published in 1935–6. It too has been out of print for many years.


Since the early 1980s the study of the First World War has come of age with the production of a number of sophisticated works based on thorough examination of archival sources. We have been aware for some time of the need for a modern, more comprehensive edition of Haig’s papers that takes account of recent research. At the beginning of the project, we had to make some fundamental decisions about the nature of the book. The first was the type of material that would be included and excluded. Given the importance of the diary as an historical source, we decided that the bulk of the book should be given over to the diary. The sheer volume of Haig’s diaries meant that only a selection of entries could be reproduced. We also decided to include some of the letters written by Haig, but not, generally, those received by him. Official correspondence is excluded for the most part, although it is sometimes difficult to judge what is ‘official’ and what is not.


This book differs from Blake’s in two significant respects: the version of the diary that we have used; and the balance between political and military material. First, there are two extant versions of Haig’s diary. One is handwritten and contemporary (the manuscript, or Ms diary); the other was typed at a later date (the typescript, or Ts diary). The differences between the Ms and Ts diaries have been ignored by many writers, while others have made rather too much of them. Both Blake’s and Duff Cooper’s books were based on the Ts diary. Neither author properly differentiated between the two diary versions. We decided to base our version on the Ms diary, with significant additions and differences recorded in footnotes or incorporated in the text within square brackets [thus]. The Ms diary is inevitably less polished than the Ts diary, but what is lost in stylistic elegance is gained in accuracy, immediacy and authenticity.


Robert Blake’s Private Papers of Douglas Haig reflected his expertise; he was one of the twentieth century’s most distinguished political historians. Naturally enough, Blake emphasised those of Haig’s writings that shed light on the politics of the First World War, and his introduction remains essential reading on such matters. We have approached the matter rather differently, and have sought to emphasise Haig’s military role, without down-playing his importance as a political figure.


No one, it seems, can be entirely neutral on the subject of Douglas Haig. He is one of those historical characters who polarise opinion, and it seems appropriate that we make our position clear from the outset. Both of us have devoted our professional careers to the study of Britain and its Army in the First World War, and have arrived at a similar position, after years of study and immersion in primary sources. Originally, we shared the common view of Douglas Haig as the classic ‘donkey’. Now, while we are not blind to Haig’s faults and the mistakes he undoubtedly made, we recognise the ‘donkey’ image for the unfair and ludicrously inaccurate caricature that it is. We believe that Douglas Haig’s career and achievements deserve sober consideration. It is our hope that this book, by providing an accurate and balanced selection of Haig’s writings, supported by appropriate scholarly apparatus, will help to inform the debate.


Shrivenham and Birmingham
October 2004


Gary Sheffield
King’s College, London &
Joint Services Command and
Staff College
Shrivenham


John Bourne
Centre for First World War Studies
University of Birmingham




INTRODUCTION


This book is not another biography of Douglas Haig. Much less is it another history of the First World War. Rather, it presents a remarkable, almost day-by-day view of the war as seen from the perspective of one very important individual. Haig’s career was unique. He commanded more British soldiers than any other general in history, and led them to the greatest victories ever achieved by a British army, in a war with unprecedented British casualties. Haig’s reward was to be demonised. In popular memory, responsibility for the war’s human costs has fallen principally on him, the chief ‘butcher and bungler’ among a generation of commanders seemingly inoculated against military genius. The very mention of the name Haig has the power to unleash paroxysms of unreason. What other British general could find himself, seventy years after his death, plastered across the front page of a tabloid newspaper with headlines demanding the demolition of his statue in Whitehall because of the ‘shadow it casts over our war dead’?1


The reputation of the armies Haig commanded has risen dramatically during the last twenty-five years. The publication of Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham’s Fire-Power in 1982 inaugurated a new era of scholarship.2 Analysis of the war escaped from the debilitating focus on the alleged failings of a handful of senior commanders, chief of whom was Haig, and concentrated instead on the Army as an institution. The result has transformed our understanding of how the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) on the Western Front confronted, and eventually overcame, the difficult challenges it faced. The British Army was historically little more than a colonial police force trained and equipped to fight small wars against inferior opposition. By 1914 it had developed a capacity to intervene on a small scale in large wars. By November 1918 the BEF stood 1.8 million strong on the Western Front. It was generously equipped with the immense resources of British industry, which had been fully mobilised for war. It deployed state-of-the-art military technologies, many of them resulting from the work of the Empire’s leading civilian scientists and engineers. And it was capable of successfully conducting, at short notice, ‘all-arms deep battles’ in high-intensity operations against a major military and industrial power. These changes have been described as constituting a ‘revolution in military affairs’.3 Despite the ending of the ice age of Great War scholarship Haig’s reputation has been left behind by the retreat of the glaciers, marooned like a geological ‘erratic’ in a much changed historical landscape.


A reconsideration of Haig’s part in this revolution is therefore not only timely but also necessary. Few documents provide a better insight into Haig’s contribution than his wartime diary.


HAIG’S FICTIONS?


Haig’s diary is a controversial document, though on close examination it is difficult to see why. Controversy partly arises because there are two versions of the diary. The first version was written by hand, almost on a daily basis, during the war. The second version was typed after the war. Haig included with this version a considerable number of supplementary papers, mainly letters and memoranda, and took the opportunity to make alterations, corrections and additions, though – significantly – very few major deletions. Both versions have been publicly available in the National Library of Scotland since March 1961 and may readily be compared.4


Each version of the diary has attracted its own legend. The manuscript diary is seen as a weapon in Haig’s selfish rise to power and, especially, his campaign to undermine the authority and reputation of the British Expeditionary Force’s first commander, Field Marshal Sir John French, and his chief potential rival for the supreme command, Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien. (Clearly, Haig’s diary could not have performed this function if it was not a contemporary account.)5 This is one of the themes of a recent study of the BEF in 1914.6 The typed version is seen as Haig’s attempt to rewrite history to his own advantage and, by making it available to the British official historian, Sir James Edmonds, and the Australian official historian, C. E. W. Bean, to pollute the public record of the war.


Why did Haig keep a diary? The answer may in part be habit. Since his student days at Oxford, Haig had often kept a diary.7 Keeping a diary is one way of maintaining control of one’s life. Haig was orderly by temperament. His detractors often hold this against him, seeing in an ordered routine the sure sign of a second-rate mind and evidence of the ‘authoritarian personality’ identified by Norman F. Dixon as an explanation for ‘military incompetence’.8 Haig had been asthmatic as a child. Sufferers from the affliction require an unusual degree of self-control to maintain their health, not least in the matters of diet and exercise. It is not difficult to see why keeping a diary would appeal to such a personality.


Lady Haig was in no doubt, however, that Haig kept the diary for her.9 She was certainly rather proprietorial about it. When, early in the war, Major Clive Wigram, King George V’s Assistant Private Secretary, suggested that the diary might be sent to the King first and then forwarded to her, she immediately protested to her husband, who refused to comply with the Palace’s request.10 Diaries, of course, also develop a life of their own. Although Haig’s diary has the reputation of a ‘cool’ document (and the bulk of it is an understated account of the day-to-day slog of high command), it does become ‘warm’, especially when referring to politicians and the French. Haig’s exasperation with his own political leaders and with his allies becomes especially marked from the end of 1916 and the diary begins to perform the function of ‘psychological release’. What it never becomes, however, is a confessional. Haig was not a man for reflecting on his own motives and performance.


Haig’s diary was important to him. Writing it during the war and amending it after the war consumed a lot of time. Haig was concerned about his place in history. He knew he was living through historic events and that he was a major actor in them. Keeping a wartime diary was a way of recording systematically events that he and others would need to recall after the war. Robert Blake was in ‘no doubt that [Haig] intended [his typescript diaries] to be his personal account of the war and it is clear from his will that he expected them to be published eventually, though not in his lifetime’.11


Lady Haig forwarded extracts from his diaries to Wigram at the King’s request. His Majesty made similar requests to several other officers, including not only French and Smith-Dorrien,12 but also Major General E. J. Montagu-Stuart-Wortley, Brigadier General Lord Loch, General Sir Hubert Gough and Lieutenant General the Earl of Cavan. General Sir Henry Rawlinson and Major General Sir Robert Whigham also regularly corresponded with Wigram.13 On 28 April 1915 Haig wrote to his wife:




As regards copies of my diary to Wigram – use your own judgement in this end and send him of course whatever you think necessary but I hope you will limit these extracts to past events and not to future plans. With this exception send him what you like – and if there is anything about which he wishes information of course tell him.





It does seem extraordinary for Haig to allow this apparently important weapon to be wielded by his wife, with very little supervision from him.14 The extracts made by Lady Haig for Wigram have not survived, so there is no way of knowing exactly what she sent. But it would be remarkable if nothing of Haig’s critical view of the conduct of operations on the Western Front and Sir John French’s exercise of command was brought to the attention of the King by this means. Haig also wrote directly to the King and had opportunities to speak to him. He raised doubts about French to the King as early as 11 August 1914, during George V’s visit to Aldershot.


How important this was in Haig’s rise to power is debatable. If Haig was using his diary to undermine Smith-Dorrien this was a dangerous tactic: Smith-Dorrien was a great friend of King George V. In the event, it was French – not Haig – who did for Smith-Dorrien, whose royal connections did nothing to save him. As for French himself, he was quite capable of alienating powerful people without help from Haig. Those whom he alienated included Lord Kitchener and Sir William Robertson. By the end of 1915 French was a sick man and had lost the confidence of his closest subordinates and of leading figures in the Government who had far more say in military appointments than did the King.


The changes made to the manuscript diary by Haig after the war are generally mundane. The following examples are typical:






	1.


	
26 February 1917 – a tidying-up without significant changes:15


He then asked me my views. I said that, in my opinion, it would be madness to place the British under the French, and that I did not believe our troops would fight under French leadership. At the beginning of the war, there was much dissatisfaction [in the Army] with GHQ because there was an idea that British interests were sacrificed to those of the French.








	2.


	
26 January 1918 – a clarifying gloss:


Letter received from Robertson from Paris stating that ‘Versailles Military Council have just sent in a paper advocating an offensive in Palestine’ – ‘I have told the War Cabinet they cannot take on Palestine’ and he says he will resign if overruled. [In this proposal Wilson is playing the tune called by Lloyd George.]








	3.


	
3 April 1918 – a toughening of the original entry:


Before the meeting broke up, I asked the Governments to state their desire that a French offensive should be started as soon as possible in order to attract the Enemy’s reserves and so prevent him from continuing his pressure against the British. Foch and Pétain both stated their determination to start attacking as soon as possible. [But will they ever attack? I doubt whether the French Army as a whole is now fit for an offensive.]









Two entries in the typescript diary, however, deserve closer examination. The first concerns Haig’s account of the council of war called by Asquith on 5 August 1914 to consider what to do next. Haig left no substantial contemporary record of this meeting. His manuscript diary does not begin until 13 August.


As Britain went to war, Haig believed it might be more prudent to use the BEF as the cadre for building a mass army rather than immediately committing it to action on the Continent.16 This idea is consistent with Haig’s prescient belief that the war would be long and attritional, requiring the full mobilisation of Britain’s resources.17 However, this view ignored the strategic reality that soon became evident: that France needed a small number of British troops on the ground immediately, not a large force at some point in the future. Haig had known, at least in outline, of the Anglo-French staff talks since November 1912, but it seems that discussions with Henry Wilson on 5 August put him fully in the strategic picture for the first time.18


At 4 pm on that day, Britain’s senior military, naval and political leaders gathered in a council of war to decide Britain’s wartime strategy. In his postwar memoirs, Sir John French claimed that Haig ‘suggested postponing any landing till the campaign had actively opened and we should be able to judge in which direction our co-operation would be most effective’.19 Haig was obviously sensitive to this charge, and it is suggestive that in 1919 Haig sought to enlist the support of men who had attended the meeting to rebut French’s statement.20 If Haig had believed that they were liable to contradict him, he would hardly have been likely to do this.


According to Henry Wilson’s diary, in a meeting a short time before the council of war of 5 August, Haig argued for a delay of up to three months, in which to develop ‘the immense resources of the Empire’.21 He did indeed express similar views at the council of war itself.22 This is not to say that Haig did not go on, as he claimed in the typescript diary and in subsequent conversations with his staff, to advocate the immediate dispatch of ‘as strong an Expeditionary Force as possible . . . and as soon as possible, to join the French Forces and to arrange to increase that force as rapidly as possible’.23


Perhaps Haig objected to French’s implication that he had played a purely negative role at the council of war. John Charteris’s biography gives a nuanced account. Charteris states that Haig had previously devised ‘certain fundamental questions, and on their answers he believed the final decision must be based’. (That Haig needed to ask his perceptive questions at the meeting bears testimony to the muddle and confusion among the British politico-military elite: he helped to focus the debate.) Haig spoke of the need to mobilise the resources of the Empire and realised that the destruction of the BEF would gravely hinder this process; but he recognised the importance to French morale of the arrival of a British force. Haig ‘eventually’ (editors’ emphasis) concluded that the realities of coalition warfare necessitated the dispatch of the BEF, and conformity to the plans of French High Command. This version seems plausible.24 Charteris was Haig’s confidant, and it is broadly consistent with the notes of the meeting provided by the Cabinet Secretary, Maurice Hankey, that make clear that Haig had qualified his views by referring to the importance of acting in accordance with the wishes of the French, something that Sir John French ignored in his memoirs.25 It seems that Haig finally made up his mind as a result of the debate at the war council. Finally, there is the intriguing possibility that the confusion was due to Haig’s notorious inarticulateness. Haig may have been convinced in his own mind that he had put forward clear recommendations, but perhaps the other members of the war council came away confused as to his precise views.


The entries from 29 July to 13 August 1914 survive in the typescript but not in the manuscript diary; there are, however, some brief and non-reflective entries in his pre-war diary. Gerard J. De Groot has asserted that Haig added the diary passages critical of Sir John French after the war, although he offers no convincing evidence in support of such a late date (or his statement that ‘Haig’s enmity towards French’ was the cause of the supposed ‘rewrit[ing]’).26 He suggests that Haig did so in order to justify his manoeuvrings against French in 1915. There is no evidence for the idea that the diary was rewritten. Most likely Haig simply did not keep a full diary for this period. If he did keep a diary at this time and later rewrote it and subsequently destroyed the original, one is left with the question, why? Haig’s usual practice with the typescript diary was to expand upon, or occasionally alter, the manuscript, but not to destroy the original.


While the surviving typescript is clearly post-war, it is plausible that Lady Haig originally typed the entries for 29 July to 13 August 1914 from notes or from Haig’s dictation, during the war, perhaps at the end of 1914; we simply do not know. We know that she did copy at least some parts of the diary while the war was in progress, although, as noted above, these have now been lost. Moreover, it is entirely possible that the typescript diary entries for 29 July to 13 August 1914 were not intended to deceive. Contrary to Haig’s usual practice, several days are run together in a single entry to produce a narrative that has a retrospective ‘feel’, very different from later diary entries. One’s interpretation of this matter depends on one’s view of what Haig understood a ‘diary’ to be, and his motives in providing an expanded and sometimes rewritten typescript version, while retaining the original manuscript as a potential ‘smoking gun’.


The second example is perhaps more serious. It concerns Haig’s account of the important meeting in the mairie at Doullens on 26 March 1918. For the bulk of the First World War, the Allied armies operated without the benefit of unity of command. The German Spring Offensive which opened on 21 March 1918 precipitated one of the gravest crises of Haig’s career, leading to General Ferdinand Foch being appointed Supreme Allied Commander, or ‘Generalissimo’. Haig claimed much of the credit for Foch’s appointment. Fearing that Pétain was planning to retreat to the southwest to cover Paris – thus breaking contact with the BEF – Haig was instrumental in bringing about the Doullens conference. According to his typescript diary, Haig also proposed at the meeting that Foch should have wider powers as Generalissimo than Clemenceau had originally suggested.


There is little doubt that Foch’s appointment was an extremely significant step, which made a material contribution to the Allied victory in 1918. However, recent work has cast doubt on the veracity of Haig’s claims. No record survives of a telegram that Haig claimed he caused to be sent to London in the early hours of 25 March, summoning the CIGS and Lord Milner to France. There are also discrepancies in the written records that make it impossible to confirm Haig’s claims about his activities at the Doullens conference. Haig influenced the official British record of the conference, which was used by Edmonds in the Official History, and defended his views after the war.27


There are striking differences between the manuscript and typewritten versions of Haig’s diary, with the latter adding a good deal of material, much of it anti-Pétain, to the bare bones of the former. Elizabeth Greenhalgh dismisses the idea of a conspiracy, arguing that the two diary versions ‘do not contradict each other on the whole . . . The later additions and emendations are expansions.’ As she suggests, there is evidence that by 21 April Haig truly believed the version that he had set down in the typescript diary.28 To interpret Haig’s motivations in expanding his diary is to enter the world of psycho-history. Some suggestions include Haig’s sense of being used by God to bring about victory; and that his sense of pride meant that he had to adjust psychologically to the appointment of a Supreme Commander who could only be French. More prosaically, Haig may have feared that his job was in jeopardy.29 More prosaically still, one may surmise that Haig was tired and stressed, and let off steam in his diary, apportioning blame and giving himself the credit he believed he deserved.


In reality, Pétain was not slow to support the BEF immediately following the German attack of 21 March, as Haig himself recognised in his diary entry for 23 March. Moreover, Pétain does not seem to have contemplated carrying out the sort of withdrawal that Haig feared. Haig, misled by German deception operations, miscalculated the weight and axes of the attack of 21 March. For the first two days of the battle, Haig was optimistic about the outcome, but on 23 March he realised the seriousness of the situation. Optimism was replaced by deep concern; one historian has gone so far as to describe a feeling of ‘panic’ at GHQ.30 There is certainly some evidence that Haig was contemplating falling back on the Channel ports.31 However, one of the key pieces of evidence, Haig’s letter of 25 March sent via Weygand, is somewhat ambiguous. It asks for ‘at least’ twenty French divisions ‘to operate on the flank of the German movement against the English Army which must fight its way slowly back covering the Channel Ports’.32 Rather than meaning that Haig intended heading for the coast, it can be seen as an intention not to lose contact with it during the retirement. Elizabeth Greenhalgh makes the plausible suggestion that Haig and his Chief of Staff Lawrence simply misunderstood Pétain at their meeting on 24 March, and on the long drive back to their HQ ‘convinced each other that Pétain was indeed intending “to abandon [Haig’s] right flank”’.33


The overall authenticity of Haig’s diary is, however, not in doubt. The diary does not construct (or reconstruct) the war according to an agenda designed to make Haig look good. If such an agenda existed it was surely laid down in his Final Despatch of 21 March 1919.34 In this he argued that his strategy, which he characterised as ‘ceaseless attrition’, had been based on the fundamental principles of war. He emphasised that the ‘stupendous and incessant struggle’ on the Western Front could only be properly understood if considered as one long and continuous engagement involving four stages: the manoeuvre for position; the preparation or wearing-out battle; the decisive attack; and the final exploitation (a formula he had learned at Staff College). The diary does not conform to the superb clarity of this retrospective analysis. The war, as seen by Haig from day to day, was a much more messy and uncertain business in which his own judgement, especially the confusion between the ‘wearing-out’ and the ‘decisive battle’, can often be brought into question according to his own account. If the diary was a post-war fabrication, written to a ‘script’, it would permit only one interpretation of Haig’s actions. It does not do this. Haig’s own words have often been used against him, not least by those – such as Denis Winter – who have most questioned the diary’s authenticity and the author’s motives in writing it. Read it and decide for yourself.


THE MAN


There is a sense in which Haig’s private character is irrelevant to a consideration of his public conduct. ‘We need no more books devoted exclusively to Sir Douglas Haig,’ declared Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson in their devastating review of Denis Winter’s Haig’s Command, ‘and least of all to trivialities such as his spitefulness or noble character, his callousness or grim forbearance, his sexual deviance or marital uprightness.’35 There is no necessary connection between private virtue or vice and public success or failure. But few people in British public life in the twentieth century have had their private character, as well as their professional competence, more thoroughly denigrated than Haig. It is therefore important to consider some of the accusations made against him and what light the diary throws upon them.


Douglas Haig was born on 19 June 1861 at 24 Charlotte Square, Edinburgh. He was the youngest of the eleven children, nine of whom survived, of John Haig, a wealthy whisky distiller, and his wife Rachel Veitch. Haig was close to his mother, who died when he was eighteen, a bitter blow resulting in considerable emotional turmoil. His character gained in resolution after his mother’s death, especially in the matter of religion. His father’s death, a year earlier, while Haig was a schoolboy at Clifton College, left him with a comfortable private fortune that enabled him to go up to Brasenose College, Oxford, where he enjoyed a full social life but did not take his degree.36 It was at Oxford that he decided on a military career. He entered the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, in February 1884. He was commissioned in the 7th Hussars in February 1885. The first part of his military career was confined to regimental soldiering, but Haig’s seriousness of professional purpose was always apparent. He confirmed this by seeking entrance to the Staff College in 1893. Graduation from Staff College was not, at this time, considered essential to professional success. Even so, Haig’s failure to obtain entry was mortifying; when he did get in, three years later, it was on the nomination of the Duke of Cambridge, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army. After passing Staff College, Haig’s career took its distinctive staff path that led him, by 1914, close to the summit of the British Army.37 In 1905, while on leave from India, Haig met the Hon. Dorothy Vivian (‘Doris’), twin second daughter of the 3rd Lord Vivian and Maid of Honour to Queen Alexandra. They married in the private chapel at Buckingham Palace after a whirlwind courtship, spent principally on the golf course. Haig was forty-four, Miss Vivian was twenty-six.


This bare outline of Haig’s biography nevertheless contains most of the material for the charges made against his character. Perhaps the most important of these, and one of the most pervasive, is that he was stupid. His failure to take his degree, his failure to get into Staff College through the examination route, his apparent reliance on royal favour and deliberate cultivation of it through entering into an alleged marriage of convenience are often presented as evidence of Haig’s stupidity.


It was unusual for pre-war Army officers to go to university (indeed, only relatively recently has it become the norm). Haig had, in fact, passed his examinations, but having missed a term at Oxford owing to illness he did not have sufficient ‘residence’ to entitle him to the degree. There were no career advantages in having a degree and considerable career disadvantages in delaying entry into the Army for three years. He decided that the Army could not wait. It is significant, however, that Haig chose to go to Sandhurst and not to pursue the back-door route into the Army through the militia, one that was not uncommon among university men. This was the route taken by the ‘clever’ Henry Wilson (who failed Sandhurst twice and Woolwich three times)! Haig was determined from the outset to pursue his career with professional seriousness. This meant undertaking a proper military training. He performed brilliantly at Sandhurst, passing out first and winning the Anson Memorial Sword. Haig was already identified by some as a future ‘star’. Haig’s failure to enter Staff College in 1893 was caused by a narrow failure in the mathematics paper.38 But again, once he arrived in the institution, he excelled. The papers Haig wrote during the two-year Staff College course, together with the instructors’ comments in the margin, are preserved in the National Library of Scotland. They show a remarkable grasp of the subjects set, including a scheme for a Sudan expedition.


Haig was welcomed in royal circles, especially those of Edward VII, from early in his career. (His favourite sister, Henrietta Jameson, was a friend of the Prince of Wales.) He first stayed at Sandringham in 1898 and he became Edward’s ADC in 1902. It is not immediately obvious why he should need to marry Miss Vivian in order to achieve ‘royal favour’. If he did not have ‘royal favour’ already he would not have received the invitation to the Windsor Castle party at which he met his wife. The age gap between Haig and Doris was not unusual among the middle classes in general and Army officers in particular. Haig’s father was nineteen years older than his mother. Among Haig’s contemporaries, Charles Monro was fifty-two when he got married, Horace Smith-Dorrien was forty-six, Julian Byng was forty and Henry Horne was thirty-six. (Hubert Gough, precocious in all things, was only twenty-eight.) These marriages were invariably solid, loving and supportive. This was clearly so in Haig’s case. Evidence for the ‘instrumentality’ of his marriage is very thin. It depends principally on Haig’s reply to a friend who had commented on the speed with which he had become engaged and married: ‘Why not: I have often made up my mind on more important problems than that of my own marriage in much less time.’ This looks suspiciously like Haig’s idea of a joke. The evidence of the diary and of Haig’s letters to his wife show clearly that the marriage was a passionate one, which brought each of them constant love and support, of vital importance to him during the war. He showed great concern over his wife’s welfare and comfort. He trusted her completely. He spent as much time as possible with her when he was on leave during the war. She usually drove him around to meetings when he was in London and they enjoyed playing golf. They had four children, on whom Haig doted, as men who marry late in life often do. Throughout his career Haig took demanding and difficult jobs that required long hours and intense effort. It is difficult to equate these actions with a man who thought that ‘patronage’ was enough. Haig was a meritocrat who admired professional merit in others and sought to advance it when he had the power to do so.


A second charge against Haig is that he saw himself as God’s chosen instrument, that this sense of destiny fuelled a selfish ambition, reinforced the alleged ‘rigidity’ of his tactics, his ‘mindless’ determination to attack at all times, and made him careless of casualties. The religiosity that Haig got from his mother never left him after his late teens. Religious studies were his best subject at school. Under his mother’s influence he developed the habit of prayer, a sense of ‘divine oversight’ and an easy familiarity with scripture. Because of the diary, in which Haig often comments on the sermons preached at GHQ during the war, and the subsequent memoir of Haig’s favourite wartime preacher, the Rev. George Duncan, we know a lot about Haig’s religion.39 Because of this knowledge there is a tendency to regard Haig’s religious views as unusual. They were, in fact, entirely typical of his Army generation. Religion has, to a remarkable extent, been airbrushed out of Army history and of the history of the war. Strong religious faith was common among senior military commanders, including Byng, Hubert Gough, Grierson, Horne, Plumer and Rawlinson.40 Cavan underwent something of a religious renewal at a prayer meeting in Talbot House, Poperinghe, before taking command of XIV Corps in January 1916. All these men believed that religion was an important source of personal and Army morale, took an intimate interest in Army chaplaincy and supported the Church of England’s National Mission. Haig’s favourite chaplain, Duncan, was not a firebrand Old Testament preacher, but a sophisticated liberal academic theologian, trained – ironically – in the German tradition. Duncan himself was quite categorical that Haig was not a ‘religious fanatic’. While recognising that Haig felt himself to be an instrument of providence, Duncan commented that Haig’s conviction was held ‘in all humility, not out of egotism or wishful thinking, but with a sober grasp of the situation as he saw it’. Duncan also rejected the view that ‘spiritual conceit’ had clouded Haig’s military judgement:




With some men, no doubt, belief in a divine ‘call’ leads easily to fanaticism. But Haig was no fanatic. There was about him a mental balance which was associated not a little with his stern sense of duty; and like other devout men down the ages he heard in the call of duty the voice of God. He takes his place with those heroic figures (like Moses and Joshua in the Scripture records, or like Cromwell and Lincoln in the story of the nations) who in some critical hour of history begin by recognising the need for action in the situation which confronts them, and then, in a spirit of obedience and faith in God, find themselves braced to meet it with courage and resolution, and in so doing draw strength from unseen sources.41





What does the diary reveal about Haig as a man? The first and most obvious thing is Haig’s interest in people. The diary has a cast of thousands. Haig was particular about recording the names of people he met and often provided some comment on them. It is difficult to see what advantage he derived from doing this. Haig’s critical comments have attracted most attention, but he could deal in praise, too. His contact with people came principally during what Denis Winter has dismissed as Haig’s ‘innumerable’ visits to subordinate formations. Haig’s diary entry for 3 August 1915 is typical and instructive:




On the way to Neuf Berquin I looked round the 24th Field Ambulance of the 8th Division at Doulieu. The Medical Officer in charge is a highly skilled lady’s doctor from Exeter, and the personnel are all Territorials. The Ambulance was raised at Exeter. It has done excellent service. I thought their arrangements quite good. The officer in charge complained of the unnecessary number of returns which have to be sent in. His Sergeant Major is a Commercial Traveller; a number of the others were in the Post Office; one, in the operating tent, was an Assistant Manager of Timothy White’s Chemist Stores . . .





Imagine the scene. General Haig enters the operating tent. Does the former assistant manager of Timothy White’s rush up to him and say, ‘Hello, General, my name is Snooks, I used to manage a chemist’s shop before the war’? This is doubtful. Haig obtained the information because he was curious enough to ask the question and interested enough to record the information.42 Haig often commented, and with increasing admiration, on the important work being done by ‘civilians’ in his Army, and took pride in drawing attention to this in his Final Despatch.43 He remembered people, too. On 10 August 1917 Haig recorded a visit to the Base Depot at Le Havre:




I spent about half an hour going round his office and talking to his assistants. I then visited the Convalescent Camp . . . on the ridge above the town. Much excellent work has and is done here. I saw several officers and others whose acquaintance I made on my visit last year. I noticed the Sergeant Major who had kidney trouble, but who is now fit and strong and has done magnificent work.





As we shall see, there is much evidence, too, that both during and after the war, Haig was concerned for the welfare of his soldiers when they returned to civilian life.


The second private virtue that emerges from Haig’s diary is his courtesy. Robert Blake also commented on this. Part of Haig’s job as Commander-in-Chief was to entertain visitors. These came in all shapes and sizes to visit GHQ: politicians, labour leaders, foreign dignitaries, journalists, newspaper barons, writers and painters as well as soldiers. He arranged a vegetarian breakfast for George Bernard Shaw, talked painting with Sir William Orpen and John Singer Sargent,44 and watched – impressed – as Asquith demolished prodigious quantities of brandy. And all this from a man supposedly without culture, indeed without interests at all beyond merely military matters. Nor was Haig’s charm deployed only on the great and the good. He was an excellent man to work for, demanding but appreciative. For this reason, his reproaches – when delivered – were accordingly stinging.


These insights into Haig’s character must be set against those examples of lack of generosity towards others, touchiness, prickly pride and vanity. Such characteristics invariably surfaced when he was under extreme stress in his relations with politicians, especially Lloyd George, and with his French allies. Haig does not appear to his best advantage in his comments on the French. The publication of Blake’s edition of the Haig diaries in 1952 caused great annoyance in France. This new edition will do little to smooth Gallic sensibilities. Haig often disparages French politicians, French generals, the French soldier and the French nation.45 Diaries are often thought to be truthful because they record the moment – in private – uninhibited by social convention and unfiltered through later reflection. With Haig it is necessary to look at what he did as well as what he said. Haig’s actions with regard to the French belie his words. He was essentially a loyal and co-operative ally, who recognised that such co-operation was fundamental if victory was to be achieved. It should also be remembered that the crass national stereotyping of the French by Haig and others was entirely reciprocated.46 When it came to writing his Final Despatch, however, Haig paid handsome tribute to the ‘gallant Army of France’ and to the ‘excessive burden’ that it bore during the early years of the war. Less forgivable or understandable is the lack of generosity Haig showed in some of his comments about colleagues who were trying their hardest to help him, especially Lord Derby and Sir William Robertson.


THE EDUCATED SOLDIER


Although Haig has borne the brunt of criticism among British commanders of the Great War, there is a sense in which his name is merely used by some critics as shorthand for a wider denunciation of the officer corps as a class. If Haig and his contemporaries were narrow and limited in their professional vision, it was because they were the typical products of a narrow and limiting institution, disproportionately recruited from an aristocratic class that was increasingly out of touch with the realities of modern, urban, industrialised civilisation, and for whom war was little more than fox-hunting carried on by other means. Tim Travers has been especially severe on the culture of the pre-war Army, portraying it as a professionally somnolent organisation, riven with petty jealousies and faction fighting.47 This portrait is difficult to reconcile with what actually happened to the British Army between the end of the South African War and the outbreak of the Great War.


Nothing focuses the mind like embarrassment. The Army’s difficulties in subduing a relative handful of Boer farmers had made the British Empire the laughing stock of the world. Something had to be done. There were significant changes at every level, from foreign policy downwards. Military reform was driven by the Elgin Commission and the Esher Committee, whose recommendations – accepted by the Cabinet – included the establishment of an Army Council, a general staff, reform of the Committee of Imperial Defence (founded by the Prime Minister, A. J. Balfour, in 1902), abolition of the office of Commander-in-Chief and promotion by selection board above the rank of captain. The Army’s weapons and equipment were thoroughly overhauled and so was its training and fieldcraft. Military ‘good practice’ was codified in Field Service Regulations, Parts I and II (1909). A series of outstanding commandants – Henry Rawlinson, Henry Wilson and William Robertson – gave the Staff College a renewed sense of direction. The post-1905 Liberal governments addressed the politically sensitive issue of Britain’s reserve forces. R. B. Haldane, the lawyer-philosopher who was Secretary of State for War from 1905 to 1912, established the Territorial Force and the British Expeditionary Force. Henry Wilson, Director of Military Operations at the War Office, and Adrian Grant-Duff, Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence, put in place the practical arrangements for the deployment of the BEF and for the establishment of the British state on a war footing. These were no mean achievements.


Douglas Haig was at the heart of the reforms. In his memoirs, Lloyd George declared that Haig’s reputation was ‘founded on his cavalry exploits’.48 This was not a compliment but shorthand for ‘out-of-touch soldier from a technophobic military arm dominated by stupid aristocrats’. Haig was certainly at the forefront of modern thinking about the cavalry and he retained throughout the war, and beyond, a belief in the cavalry’s utility and importance that was belied by the evolution of his army on the Western Front.49 But in making such a statement, Lloyd George was not only prejudiced but also wrong. Haig was essentially, and self-consciously, a trained modern staff officer. As Director of Military Training (1906–7) and Director of Staff Duties (1907–9) at the War Office, he was responsible for establishing the Imperial General Staff and for drafting the British Army’s first ever field service regulations. He worked closely with Haldane on the establishment of the Territorial Force. Haldane developed a high regard for Haig that he never surrendered. If to this is added Haig’s experience in the Sudan and in the South African War, where he was Sir John French’s Chief of Staff and in which he commanded a mobile column, his tour as Inspector General of Cavalry, India (1903–6), where his arrival had an electric effect, his period as Chief of Staff, India (1909–11), in which he laid the groundwork for an Indian Expeditionary Force, his extensive reading in military history, his deep knowledge of contemporary German military theory and his competence in foreign languages,50 there were few men more ready to go to war in 1914.51


THE WESTERN FRONT, 1914–15


Haig entered the First World War with a very clear understanding of the gravity of the situation. He had long been convinced that war with Germany was inevitable, and paid close attention to the unfolding of events in the Balkans that followed the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in June 1914. Duff Cooper wrote that he greeted the news of a general European war with no ‘emotions save those of awe and dread’.52 Charteris, who served on Haig’s staff, noted that Haig, ‘although he gave no perceptible sign . . . was a prey to grave anxiety’.53 He had no illusions about the strength of the enemy, and unlike many other British senior officers and politicians, Haig anticipated a long war. He knew ‘how tremendous were the issues which were at stake’,54 and was very properly conscious of the weight of responsibility that rested on his shoulders. This is part of the heavy burden of High Command. It is impossible to understand Haig’s actions during the Mons campaign without recognising that he was acutely aware that his decisions could determine the fate not only of fifty per cent of the BEF, but possibly the security of his country and even the outcome of the war.


Haig’s opinion of three of the key players at GHQ further increased his anxiety. He admired Field Marshal Sir John French’s courage, but was convinced that French was not the right man to be Commander-in-Chief of the BEF. Moreover, Haig feared that French’s Chief of Staff, Major General Sir Archibald Murray, would be too weak to stand up to the C-in-C; and he thoroughly mistrusted the Francophile, intellectually able but scheming Sub-Chief of the General Staff, Major General Henry Wilson.55 On all three accounts, Haig’s assessment was correct. Historians have judged French as brave but over-promoted.56 Murray, who was in poor health, suffered a physical collapse during the Mons campaign, and his performance in the crucial role of Chief of Staff was indifferent. In any case, Murray’s position verged on the impossible. French had originally wanted his friend Wilson for this position, Murray’s immediate subordinates were Wilson men, and Wilson himself subverted Murray’s authority. Haig’s suspicion of Wilson’s judgement was borne out by some aspects of the Sub-Chief’s performance on the Retreat from Mons.57 This low opinion of the highest echelons of GHQ undoubtedly influenced Haig’s decision-making during the critical moments of the Mons campaign.


Three of Haig’s decisions in August 1914 can fairly be queried. The first is the lack of support given by I Corps to Smith-Dorrien’s II Corps during the defensive Battle of Mons on 23 August. On this day, II Corps fought the BEF’s first major action, a day when I Corps sustained a mere forty casualties. Two of Haig’s earliest biographers stress that he was ‘gravely concerned’ that GHQ had paid insufficient attention to intelligence reports that the Germans were attempting to outflank the BEF. Haig was well-versed in German military doctrine, and knew the stress they laid on encirclement of the enemy. In historian Michael Orr’s words, Haig was thinking like a modern, staff-trained officer. The absence of a major attack on I Corps, in the words of Charteris, an eyewitness, ‘increased rather than diminished his anxiety’. If indeed the Germans were attempting to envelop the BEF, ‘they would not attack the inner flank in force’. Haig turned down Smith-Dorrien’s request for substantial support, although he eventually responded to a personal request by dispatching three battalions that did not, despite the optimistic entreaties of II Corps’ Chief of Staff, result in the battle being won.


The news that arrived in the early hours of 24 August, that the French Fifth Army was retreating, forcing the BEF to follow suit, appeared to fulfil Haig’s worst fears about the threat of envelopment. He ignored GHQ’s instruction to cover Smith-Dorrien’s retirement. To do so would have involved ‘a flank march in the face of the enemy’58 with its attendant dangers; there were two hours of darkness left, and he feared that I Corps would be attacked at dawn strung out on the line of march. Instead, Haig formed a rearguard and marched the rest of I Corps south. He firmly believed that the BEF had to avoid battle, to out-march their pursuers in order to give themselves a chance of regrouping and striking back, and to remain in contact with the French. To be forced into fighting a battle while on the retreat was to have failed.


This belief was reinforced by the action at Landrecies on the night of 25 August, when I Corps was involved in a small-scale clash between a German advance guard and one of Haig’s brigades. There is no doubt that Haig was ‘rattled’, and sickness (stomach upset and diarrhoea) contributed to his loss of composure. He became personally involved in the defence of the town, declaring, according to Charteris, ‘If we are caught, by God, we’ll sell our lives dearly’,59 alarming Sir John French in the process. Landrecies was perhaps a more serious action than it is sometimes portrayed. Certainly, if I Corps HQ had been overrun, it would have been a severe blow to the cohesion of the BEF.


The chaotic fighting at Landrecies seems to have reinforced Haig’s belief that to turn and fight while retreating was to court disaster. This undoubtedly coloured Haig’s reaction to Smith-Dorrien’s decision (which, under the circumstances, was undoubtedly correct) to give battle at Le Cateau. I Corps’ failure to support Smith-Dorrien resulted in II Corps having an open flank that the Germans proceeded to turn. On 26 August Haig was aware of gunfire from the direction of II Corps. But having ordered his corps to retreat, having for the second time exercised his judgement as the local commander to ignore GHQ’s instructions on the route, he chose not to march towards the sound of the guns. The two corps were physically separated by the Forest of Mormal, and in a classic example of the ‘fog of war’ Haig was forced to make a decision based on fragmentary and incorrect information derived from rudimentary communications. Out of direct contact with II Corps, on 26 August he telegraphed to GHQ twice (the second time to Smith-Dorrien via GHQ) offering help. Haig received a reply to neither message. It seems that, having eluded the Germans on that day,60 and achieved his primary aim of avoiding disaster to I Corps, Haig believed he was in a position to offer support to Smith-Dorrien. However, the tone of Haig’s second telegram, sent at 11 pm – ‘we could hear the sound of your battle, but could get no information as to its progress, and could form no idea of how we could assist you’ – lends itself to a less charitable interpretation.61 John Terraine argues that Haig’s oft-stated conviction that Smith-Dorrien was wrong to fight at Le Cateau suggests that the I Corps commander ‘was conscious of having fallen below his own standards’.62 Alternatively, Haig simply continued to believe that on 26 August Smith-Dorrien took an unwarranted gamble.


Rather different interpretations have been placed on Haig’s actions, in which rivalry and ‘professional jealousy’ towards Smith-Dorrien has been seen as a factor in his decision-making.63 This is based in part on a suspect source, consisting of information passed on to Basil Liddell Hart many years after the event. His informant was Sir James Edmonds. Whatever his strengths as British official historian,64 Edmonds was a fount of gossip that was sometimes unreliable and malicious. Moreover, as far as Haig was concerned, both Edmonds and Liddell Hart had axes to grind. This is not to deny that Haig was ambitious, or even that he saw Smith-Dorrien, who was senior to him, as a rival. However, the editors find incredible the notion that Haig, who, as we have seen, was acutely conscious of his responsibility as a commander, would risk the destruction of half of the BEF in pursuit of a personal ambition. Haig’s decisions in August 1914 are not above criticism, but they are perfectly explicable without recourse to conspiracy theories. They were decisions taken by a 53-year-old man, short of sleep, undergoing the privations of life on a mobile campaign, groping around in the fog of war, a man above all aware that were he to make a mistake, it could have catastrophic consequences.


The slowness of the BEF’s advance to the Aisne has been fairly criticised and Haig cannot escape a share of the blame.65 On 8 September, French’s Operation Order No. 9 directed that ‘The Army will continue the advance north tomorrow attacking rear guards of the enemy wherever met’.66 On the following day, however, after I Corps had crossed the River Marne, Haig received information from aerial reconnaissance of a large German force to his front, and he ordered a halt. Roughly simultaneously, news reached Haig that caused him to suspect (erroneously) that the French had suffered a heavy defeat. Adding these two items of news to Haig’s mindset discussed above, it seems that, far from being ‘inexplicable’,67 his decision to order a halt was perfectly sensible and understandable. The Official History is also uncomplimentary about the speed of the BEF’s advance to the Chemin des Dames ridge on 13 and 14 September. This criticism was sharpened by hindsight; the failure to secure these heights brought about the beginning of trench warfare on this sector, and arguably thwarted Joffre’s plan for a decisive victory in open battle. While it is possible to detect some veiled criticism of Haig (as well as some praise), Edmonds principally blames GHQ.68 It seems clear that given the terrain and the defenders, I Corps would have been hard pushed to advance any faster, and Haig’s performance was sound.


Haig’s I Corps played a critical role during the First Battle of Ypres, bearing the brunt of two major German attacks, on 31 October and 11 November. On the first occasion the Germans broke through the British defences and Haig undertook a celebrated ride to the front line. A counter-attack by 2nd Battalion Worcestershire Regiment at Gheluvelt, however, restored the situation.


Sir Douglas Haig emerged from First Ypres as the hero of the hour. ‘On the moral side he was a rock,’ declared one biographer.69 Another wrote that although he gave no outward sign of worry, ‘his burden of anxiety was heavier than the weariest of his weary men’.70 Haig’s demeanour was habitually imperturbable, but even he at moments of crisis let the mask slip a little. The degree to which he displayed his anxiety is, however, controversial. Edmonds claimed that Haig ‘lost his head’ on 31 October and drew up ‘plans for a general withdrawal’; the orders subsequently being retrieved and destroyed.71 While Haig certainly ordered a limited retirement, there are many problems with accepting Edmonds’ post-war evidence relayed via Liddell Hart. A detailed analysis of the episode by John Hussey effectively rebuts the Edmonds version. Hussey points out that Haig gets the timings of events on 31 October wrong by about an hour – a fact that has interesting implications for the theory that the diaries were fabrications. For instance, Sir John French’s visit took place at 2 pm, not at ‘about 3 pm’ as Haig records, but otherwise, Hussey says, ‘the sequence of events is plain’.72 It is clear that Haig was, not surprisingly, deeply anxious.73 But he was a long way from panicking. Henry Horne, who was an eyewitness, declared in 1928 that the only sign of anxiety shown by Haig was a constant stroking of his moustache.


Haig’s ride to the front on 31 October has also attracted attention. Denis Winter’s strange theory that the ride took place in the morning, before the crisis of the battle, and was exaggerated by Haig ‘to advance his own career’ can be safely dismissed as flying in the face of the available evidence.74 De Groot argues that Haig’s ride took place after the crisis of the battle had passed, apparently as a public relations exercise. Gardner, rather more realistically, points out that the capture of Gheluvelt was but a temporary respite, and Haig sought to try to exert some control over the battle and help rally the troops. Whether or not it was wise for a corps commander to leave his headquarters to carry out the job of a regimental-level officer, disrupting (at least potentially) the command and control within the formation, is another matter.75 In truth, the number of soldiers who would have seen Haig would have been limited, but in time of crisis, he instinctively behaved according to the credo of the late Victorian Army officer, leading by example and demonstrating his courage.


There is an interesting coda to the story of Douglas Haig at First Ypres. Brigadier General FitzClarence played a crucial part in the capture of Gheluvelt but was killed eleven days later. It was not until August 1915 that Haig came to hear the story of FitzClarence’s role, when he was instrumental in having documents, including sworn statements, placed in I Corps’ War Diary that gave FitzClarence the credit he richly deserved.76


By the end of 1914 the war plans of all the powers were in disarray. The BEF faced a bleak winter in uncomfortable conditions for which it was – as yet – exceedingly ill equipped. Sir Douglas Haig took command of the newly created First Army on Boxing Day 1914 (Smith-Dorrien was given command of Second Army). The Army level of command had not existed before the war and there was no guidebook to follow other than the generalised arrangements advocated in Field Service Regulations, Part I: Operations, which Haig had done much to compile. These arrangements favoured what later became known as ‘mission tactics’. Higher Command was responsible for choosing the time and place of attack and providing the necessary means for carrying it out, but the method of doing so was best left to the ‘man on the spot’. Haig felt instinctively comfortable with these arrangements and operated them with great success in the second half of 1918. But in 1915 they begged many questions. What was to be done if Higher Command did not have the necessary means to carry out attacks? And what if the ‘man on the spot’ and his ill-trained, poorly equipped (though valorous) troops were not up to the job? Ian Beckett has drawn attention to Haig’s repeated violation of his own principle of not interfering with the man on the spot,77 the explanation for which has often been psychological. In reality, it was not Haig’s psyche that was the problem, but the situation in which he found himself for most of 1915, 1916 and part of 1917. One of the themes of Haig’s diary from the second half of 1917 onwards is his increasing confidence and pride in his subordinates and his sense of being able to trust them to carry out their jobs. This was not the case in 1915, as his remarkable encounter with the GOC 51st (Highland) Division, Major General Richard Bannatine-Allason, on 20 May, confirms.


The historiography of Haig in 1915 has been dominated by the disagreement with Sir John French over the release of the reserves to First Army during the Battle of Loos. This is unfortunate. It has left the impression that French’s removal was brought about principally as the result of a shabby conspiracy by a disloyal and ruthlessly ambitious subordinate, Haig, while disguising more significant underlying reasons for French’s replacement and underplaying the role of other ‘conspirators’, notably Kitchener and Robertson. More seriously, the issue of the reserves has also disguised the underlying differences between French and Haig in the planning and execution of the attack at Loos. The reserves issue can only be fully understood in the context of these differences. The differences were also to resurface in 1916 between Haig, by then Commander-in-Chief, and his principal subordinate, Sir Henry Rawlinson. They get to the heart of the real debate about Haig’s generalship.


The British battles of 1915, especially those conducted by First Army, have long been regarded as ‘political’ offensives fought for no great military reason but because of the compelling demands of the French alliance. There is much truth in this, but it is not the whole truth. Kitchener was the dominant force in the evolution of British strategy in 1915. He was an exceptionally clear-sighted statesman. The war for him was about achieving the long-term safety and security of the British Empire, which he – and virtually all other British statesmen of the period – believed was essential not only to maintain Britain’s position in the world but also to maintain social peace and political progress at home. In order to realise this war aim Kitchener believed not only that Germany must be defeated but also that Britain must play a leading role in the defeat in order to be able to dictate the peace. In an ideal world Britain would play that leading role in 1917 when Kitchener’s great volunteer armies would be fully trained and equipped and when the German Army would be rendered ripe for defeat by the combined effects of the French and Russian armies. Throughout 1915 Kitchener’s strategic optimism contended with his operational pessimism. During a visit to the Western Front early in 1915 he cautioned the BEF’s commanders against any thoughts of a breakthrough. This advice would appear to have been strengthened by experience of the spring battles at Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Festubert which demonstrated how difficult a breakthrough was to bring about, given the state of the BEF’s resources. Nevertheless, Kitchener was also adamant that an outcome to the war satisfactory to British interests could not be achieved if France or Russia was defeated.78 Britain, and in practice the BEF, would have to collaborate ‘to the utmost of its power’ to ensure that France and Russia remained in the war. During 1915 French claims on British military support became ever more clamorous and demanding.


Neither Haig nor French showed any initial enthusiasm for the proposed British attack at Loos. Haig conducted a personal reconnaissance of the Loos battlefield before reporting discouragingly, on 23 June, that the ground was ‘not favourable’ and had ‘very carefully sited’ German defences.79 Sir John French therefore offered to support the French through an ‘artillery demonstration’ that would pin down German forces on the Loos sector with benefit to the French attacks in Artois and the Champagne. The French response was hostile. Kitchener was compelled to come to France and order Sir John to ‘co-operate vigorously’ in the plans of the French Commander-in-Chief, General Joffre.80 On 23 August Sir John ordered Haig to support Joffre’s attacks ‘to the full extent of your available resources, and not to limit your action in the manner indicated in the above quoted letter [the “artillery” plan]’, adding, ‘This instruction is not, however, to be taken as preventing you from developing your attack deliberately and progressively, should you be of the opinion that the nature of the enemy’s defences makes such a course desirable.’81 French then effectively abandoned control of the battle. He was very often ill and lethargic. He became the despair of his staff. Sir William Robertson, French’s CGS, complained to Henry Wilson that he could not get the C-in-C to ‘do anything’. Haig also confided to his wife the difficulties he had in getting hold of French, who was often only contactable by post! Haig was left to plan the Loos attack in what Nick Lloyd has called a ‘command vacuum’.82


On 6 September Haig explained his views at a First Army conference.83 The situation of the Russian armies on the Eastern Front required a major offensive on the Western Front. The BEF must support France in this attack to the ‘full extent’ of its power. It would do so by securing the line Loos– Hulluch, extending to Hill 70 and the Haute Deule Canal. The securing of this line would bring about a considerable victory. Haig stressed that the advance would be rapid and that it would not be enough to ‘gain a tactical success. The direction of our advance must be such as will bring us upon the enemy’s rear so that we will cut his communications and force him to retreat.’ This represented a considerable change since the pessimistic appreciation of 23 June.


In his Final Despatch Haig said nothing directly about the battles of 1915. His analysis is confined to the ‘long succession of battles commenced on the Somme in 1916 and ended in November of last year on the Sambre’, but presumably he would have placed the 1915 fighting in the ‘wearing-out’ period. However, there is no sense of his understanding this at the time of his planning for Loos. It is clear that he anticipated great outcomes from the battle. His letters to Lady Haig are full of confidence. On 15 August he explained that it would not be many months ‘before the Germans are reduced to make peace on our terms’.84 On 24 August he confided his hopes that ‘the end may come [for an economically weakened Germany] by the direct result of a victory on this front’, adding that he had ‘great expectations from our next effort’.85 On 22 September, three days before the infantry assault, he reaffirmed that he was ‘pretty confident of some success’ and that by October he hoped the BEF ‘may be a good distance on the road to Brussels’.86


Haig’s army was short of guns, high explosive and trained officers and men. It was about to attack over difficult ground, faced by a resolute enemy in formidable defensive positions. Why was Haig so confident? The answer appears to be ‘gas’. He had been impressed by an initial demonstration of cylinder-released chlorine gas at Helfaut on 22 August. From then on his diary faithfully records his increasing interest in the work of Foulkes’s engineers, his familiarity with the personnel involved, his appreciation of their efforts (which were, indeed, remarkably impressive), his increasing reliance on their success and his worries about the weather. He made it clear in his diary on 16 September that gas was vital to the prospect of ‘decisive results’, adding that ‘On the other hand, without gas, the fronts of attack must be restricted, with the result of concentrated hostile fire on the attacking troops. Considerable loss and small progress! In my opinion the attack ought not to be launched except with the aid of gas!’ On the same day Haig assured Sir William Robertson that ‘with the very extensive gas and smoke arrangements which have been prepared, decisive results are almost certain to be obtained’.87


Decisive results, however, eluded First Army, despite an encouraging opening to the battle. It was at this point that the issue of the release of the reserves, and the unfortunate fate of the Reserve Divisions when they were eventually committed to the battle, surfaced.88 It was important to Haig that the reserves (XI Corps) should be deployed close behind First Army’s front, so that he could throw them speedily into the battle to exploit the breakthrough he was intending. He continually pressed French to allow this. French’s refusal has usually been attributed to his unwillingness to yield authority to a subordinate commander. Nick Lloyd has, however, offered another explanation; the differing understanding of the battle by the two men. French was anticipating a more methodical offensive, in which there would be ample time to deploy the reserves when they were needed. This misunderstanding was French’s fault, the outcome of his inaction and lethargy in the weeks preceding the attack. Haig’s disappointment at French’s actions was deepened by the early, optimistic reports of the attack on 25 September. He genuinely felt that his C-in-C had denied him the opportunity to win a significant victory.


THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF


Douglas Haig took command of the British Expeditionary Force at noon on 19 December 1915. He was fifty-four years old. He remained in command until April 1919, leading the BEF through the most sanguinary battles in British history: the Somme, Arras, Third Ypres (‘Passchendaele’), the German Spring Offensive and the Hundred Days. Shortly after taking command Haig was given his instructions by Lord Kitchener.89


These instructions clearly established Haig’s task. Few men have been more ‘task oriented’ than Haig. His determination to carry out his orders is the essential clue to his character and conduct for the remainder of the war. He viewed people and events in accordance with whether he thought they were helping or hindering him in his task. There is a marked softening in the comments in Haig’s diary about other actors in the drama in 1918, when for virtually the first time everyone, in Haig’s estimation, was pulling in the same direction.


Did Haig know what to do? At the strategic level, the answer is clearly ‘yes’. Haig’s analysis was incisive and unchanging. In order to carry out his task the military defeat of Germany was essential. Germany could not be defeated militarily except in conjunction with the French and Russian armies. Despite his denigration of the French, Haig understood this as one of the war’s realities. And so, of course, did Kitchener, whose instructions to Haig were significantly different from those he gave to Sir John French, not least in the stress he placed on inter-Allied co-operation.90 The German Army could only be defeated where its main forces were located and this was on the Western Front. In order to bring about this defeat every man and gun should be concentrated in the ‘decisive theatre’. Despite Kitchener’s pledge that Haig would receive the ‘whole-hearted and unswerving support of the Government’, in this matter Haig and his chief ally, Sir William Robertson (CIGS), found it difficult to prevail. There were actually more British troops stationed at home than there were deployed on the Western Front until the spring of 1917. And throughout that year Great Britain’s new Prime Minister made it apparent that he did not support the ‘Western’ strategy, which he did his best to undermine. Haig’s difficulties with Lloyd George did not represent a fundamental split between civilians and soldiers in the conduct of the war. Most senior political figures supported the ‘Western’ strategy. And so did the governments of Britain’s allies. The real division over strategy was not between soldiers and statesmen or between ‘Easterners’ and ‘Westerners’ but between those who were prepared to adopt a ‘win at all costs’ strategy and those who were not.91 Ironically, Lloyd George owed his rise to power to the dissatisfaction with Asquith’s government of those who were prepared to ‘win at all costs’. At home, Lloyd George showed a ready appetite for slaughtering sacred political, economic and cultural cows; but on the battlefield he balked at the human costs of ‘attrition’. Like nearly all other leading wartime statesmen he also balked at the obvious alternative to ‘attrition’, peace through negotiations.


At the operational level, Haig’s task was an unprecedented one. When the war began, no one could have predicted that Great Britain would become a major military power or that a British general, commanding more than 1 million men, would be required by the Government to launch them against the main forces of a first-class enemy. This was not the ‘British way in warfare’. The task was also difficult. Although the German Army’s failure to win a short war in 1914 would eventually prove as disastrous as many German military leaders feared, the battles of 1914 had left the German Army in the west in a very strong position. Its occupation of a tenth of the soil of France and most of Belgium meant that the German Army held the strategic initiative. At the same time, the soil of France had less mystic significance for the Germans and could be more readily abandoned for tactically advantageous ground, which was often the high ground. (This was characteristic of the German conduct of the war in the west between August 1916 – when Hindenburg and Ludendorff replaced Falkenhayn – and March 1918, when Ludendorff launched his reckless attempt to strike a knockout blow.) Simply put, Haig would have to attack uphill against a powerful, tactically astute, well-led army endowed with high morale. The instrument that he inherited in December 1915 was not well developed for this task.


The Army of which Haig took command was essentially ‘Kitchener’s Army’, one of the most remarkable and impressive pieces of improvisation in British history.92 The rapid expansion of Britain’s military numbers was achieved, however, at a great short-term cost in quality. The Army was ‘deskilled’ at every level. The process of ‘skilling’ was a messy one, bottom up as well as top down, and one that took place in contact with the main forces of a powerful enemy. It was, in effect, ‘on-the-job training’, which began in earnest on the Somme in 1916. Haig has received little credit for his role in the ‘skilling process’. A fair-minded reading of Haig’s diary makes it difficult to sustain such a view. Its pages confirm, with new strength and understanding, John Terraine’s depiction of Haig as ‘the educated soldier’. Haig’s mastery of his Army – from the mechanics of the 3rd Echelon Base Depot at Rouen to the use of sound-ranging sets – is hugely impressive. His interest in new inventions and in finding technological solutions to tactical problems is apparent, as is his recognition of the importance of artillery, ‘airoplanes’ and tanks.


Haig’s understanding of the relationship between ‘strategy’ and ‘operations’, however, is more contentious. If his strategy was ‘ceaseless attrition’, what did that imply for his conduct of ‘operations’? Does strategic attrition imply operational attrition and, if so, how was operational attrition to be achieved? ‘Attrition’ is historically the strategy of choice of those with superior resources, usually manpower. But Haig did not have manpower superiority. Nor did British industry supply him with the necessary firepower until the spring of 1917 at the earliest, and probably not until later. Only in 1918 could the BEF fight a ‘rich man’s war’. Although Haig’s Armies undoubtedly inflicted huge damage on the German Army in 1916 and 1917, they did so at great cost to themselves. Haig argued in his Final Despatch that the great battles of 1916 and 1917 were essential to the eventual outcome in the west. But could they have been achieved at less cost in British lives if Haig had pursued a more cautious ‘bite and hold’ approach to operations? The current balance of scholarly opinion favours a ‘yes’ answer, but ‘bite and hold’ does not provide a panacea that Haig foolishly rejected. The BEF was no more capable of conducting, cheaply, ‘bite and hold’ operations in 1916 and for part of 1917 than it was Haig’s optimistic ‘breakthrough’ battles.


THE WESTERN FRONT 1916–17


In his despatch written at the end of 1916, Haig described the Somme as the ‘Opening of the Wearing-Out Battle’, arguing that it was always intended to be attritional.93 However, it is evident that during the planning stages Haig hoped the battle would result in a breakthrough, leading to the reopening of mobile warfare. How can this circle be squared?94


Coalition warfare dictated that the BEF fought a major battle somewhere in 1916. Haig had to decide when and where, and as the junior partner he did not have a free hand in making these decisions. Allied strategy for 1916 called for concerted Russian, Italian, and Anglo-French attacks on three fronts. Joffre wanted a campaign in two stages. The first battle would wear out the enemy and force them to commit their reserves; the second would deliver a decisive blow. Initially, Haig favoured a battle around Ypres. On 20 January, Joffre agreed to a preliminary battle on the Somme in the spring, followed by a British summer offensive in Flanders. These plans foundered because of British uneasiness about casualties, the inability of Russia to attack before the summer, and the unwillingness of the Belgians to co-operate in an offensive in Flanders. On 14 February, Haig and Joffre agreed to attack on the Somme at the beginning of July, with the French Army as the senior partner. Seven days later, however, Falkenhayn launched a major attack at Verdun. As ever more French divisions became sucked into the battle, it became clear that the BEF would have to bear the major burden on the Somme.


Haig had a clear conception of the forthcoming battle from what he had learnt at the Staff College (see above). In January he had rejected the idea of a purely attritional battle, instead striving for decisive success.95 The impact of Verdun on the French Army led to Haig and Joffre becoming less optimistic about the Somme. Joffre came to hope merely that the battle would relieve the pressure of Verdun, and aid the Russians by tying down German divisions in the west. By May 1916 Haig also had a much more modest view of the likely outcome of the Somme, as a wearing-out battle. The idea of an offensive in Flanders was revived, should the French Army be so battered at Verdun that it was unable to fight on the Somme. Haig’s ambitious operational plans demonstrate that he still hoped for a breakthrough on the Somme. He wanted to dampen down expectations if the battle did turn out to be an attritional affair; but not to exclude the possibility of operations of a more decisive character. Haig’s post-Somme despatch, which excluded mention of his hopes of open warfare, was to some extent ex post facto rationalisation, but he had certainly anticipated that the battle might be one of attrition and limited gains.


Haig’s plan for the opening of the battle was highly ambitious. Lieutenant General Sir Henry Rawlinson’s Fourth Army was to capture the three German defensive positions, and then Lieutenant General Sir Hubert Gough’s Reserve Army, which included three cavalry divisions, could begin the exploitation phase, striking east and then north towards Arras.96 Rawlinson had a very different concept of operations. He believed in ‘bite and hold’: bite off a section of the enemy’s defences, hold it against counter-attack, and when the enemy had exhausted themselves, carry out the process again.


Rawlinson’s scheme of attack resembled Haig’s in that both saw weight of artillery fire as vital. Rawlinson believed that capture of the Somme ridges would force the Germans to counter-attack to regain key terrain. British guns would smash up the German attacks. Haig overruled this plan. That the two men differed so fundamentally, and Rawlinson lacked faith in the plan that was eventually imposed on him, did not augur well. When, on 1 July, the success of attacks in the southern sector of the battlefield opened the possibility of achieving a breakthrough, Rawlinson was not prepared in any sense to take advantage of it.


Historians have mainly sided with Rawlinson. The BEF’s logistic system was incapable of sustaining a major breakthrough in 1916. Rawlinson’s plan was to mount fairly limited attacks that could be supported by artillery. However, the width of front to be attacked, some 20,000 yards, and Haig’s insistence on capturing trenches to an average depth of 2500 yards, diluted the available firepower. Too few guns were given too much to do. In general, Haig’s plan was too ambitious, given the state of training and level of experience of his troops in July 1916.97


For all that, it is clear that the action of 1 July dealt the German defenders a heavy blow. Haig’s optimism that a substantial advance was possible against a weakened enemy was not wholly unreasonable. Well-planned attacks such as those of 14, 23 and 27 July could bring success, although Haig was initially sceptical about the novel tactics used on 14 July. In early August, Haig recognised that the window of opportunity had closed, and began to work towards a major set-piece attack in mid-September.


As Haig’s diary shows, he placed considerable faith in the tank. Haig has been criticised for ‘throwing away’ the secret of the tanks on 15 September by using them before they were available in large numbers. On 22 August he wrote, ‘It would be folly not to use every weapon at my disposal in what is likely to be our crowning effort for this year.’98 Haig’s critics overestimate how useful the primitive tank actually was on the battlefield. It was not a war-winning weapon in 1916, but it was a useful adjunct to the emerging all-arms weapons system. Given the importance Haig attached to the attack of 15 September, it is difficult to fault him for employing the tank just as he would have used a new type of shell or mortar.


Haig’s command relationship with Rawlinson and Gough, the Reserve Army commander, was founded on the informal doctrine that the superior commander should set broad objectives but leave the details to his subordinates. Sometimes Haig adhered to this, but on other occasions he intervened, for good or ill. Haig can be fairly criticised for a lack of control over his subordinate commanders. Too often Rawlinson and Gough used ‘penny-packets’ of troops (and guns) rather than committing the sort of numbers that would make success possible, and failed to co-ordinate actions across formation boundaries. Such actions generally gained a little ground but at a high price. At times, Haig did give Rawlinson advice and even instructions on how to handle his command.99 On other occasions he overruled ‘the man on the spot’, such as in the planning for 15 September. Overall, Haig’s approach lacked consistency and ‘grip’.


Haig did not abandon hope of a breakthrough until late in the campaign. He anticipated that 15 September would have more far-reaching results than actually transpired. Success was achieved at Morval on 25 September, as in earlier actions, by employing heavy firepower and sensible infantry tactics against a limited objective. However, Haig saw Morval as a signal that mobile warfare was at hand, a view that was to prove sadly mistaken. The failure of Haig (and Rawlinson) consistently to apply the lessons of successful operations is one of the more puzzling aspects of the Somme. Haig, only in his post for six months when the battle began, served his apprenticeship as an Army Group commander on the Somme. He was still learning.


Haig’s prolongation of the battle when it was clear that a breakthrough was not going to occur is much more easily explained. In large part it was the consequence of coalition politics. Joffre pressurised Haig not only to continue fighting but also to carry out ‘wide and deep offensive operations’.100 While Haig refused to let Joffre dictate the precise nature of his battles, he had no choice, whatever his personal preferences, but to carry on with offensive operations. As William Philpott has argued, ‘Haig’s claim that he mounted and prolonged the Somme battle for the broader interests of the alliance’ was fundamentally correct.101 As Haig stated in his diary for 12 November, if the Battle of the Ancre (13–18 November) was successful, it would show the French that the BEF was still pulling its weight on the Somme.


The Somme has frequently been judged a bloody failure.102 At the other extreme, it has been acclaimed as a ‘victory’.103 The truth lies somewhere in between. The Somme was bloody, wasteful and at times poorly handled by the British High Command. It shattered the strategic consensus in Britain. Lloyd George, who was to become Prime Minister in December 1916, was appalled by the battle, a fact that had serious consequences for relations between Downing Street and GHQ for the remainder of the war.104


The Somme also dealt a heavy blow to the German Army, as its senior commanders candidly confessed. While it is best to avoid the emotional baggage associated with the word ‘victory’, the Somme was a British strategic success. This can be judged in a number of ways. German strategy in 1917 was in large part a reaction to the Somme. The Germans abandoned the 1916 battlefield by withdrawing to the Hindenburg Line, and opened unrestricted submarine warfare in an attempt to defeat Britain in the full knowledge that this was likely to bring the USA into the war, with ultimately disastrous consequences for Germany. This is a powerful vindication of Haig’s attritional strategy.


While the campaign was going on, Haig came to set great store on counting German casualties, and noting signs of apparent deterioration in the quality and morale of German troops. Traditionally, John Charteris, Haig’s Intelligence chief, has been seen as feeding Haig information that he thought the C-in-C wanted to hear, but recent research indicates that he shared Haig’s optimism rather than being the cause of it. In his Final Despatch of 1919 Haig explicitly linked the attritional battles of 1915–17 to the final victory: they had ‘worn out’ the German Army. Just as in the case of the December 1916 despatch, there was an element of being wise after the event, as Haig had certainly hoped to achieve a breakthrough in earlier campaigns. But the evidence suggests that Haig’s ‘Plan B’, of attrition, contributed mightily to the eventual defeat of the German Army. There are interesting parallels with Montgomery in 1944. In Normandy, Montgomery won a major victory by carrying on attritional operations, wearing away the enemy before a breakthrough occurred (of course, in a much shorter time than on the Western Front in 1914–18). Montgomery liked to pretend that everything had gone according to plan, when clearly it had not.


The Somme was important for its impact on both German and British Armies. In spite of the very heavy British casualties (some 420,000), by the end of the battle the BEF was a more experienced and effective force than it had been at the beginning. Douglas Haig was far more than a battlefield commander. He presided over the BEF’s expansion and development, taking a keen interest in diverse matters including reforming the logistic system, training and minor tactics. Improvements in administration and infrastructure were vital elements in the learning curve that transformed the BEF from the clumsy organisation of July 1916 to the formidable army of August 1918. While it is difficult to quantify his influence, it is clear that as C-in-C Haig deserves a share of the credit for the transformation of the BEF, just as he deserves a share of the blame for battlefield setbacks.


Douglas Haig’s conduct of the campaigns of 1917 was, for a long time, the principal item on the charge sheet against him. Although the Somme, and especially the first day, 1 July 1916, has for most people come to symbolise the horror and waste of the First World War, in the 1920s and 1930s it was Third Ypres, popularly if inaccurately known from its final stage, which held that dubious honour. Certainly, Passchendaele was the stick that Lloyd George chose to beat Haig’s reputation in the 1930s. There were many good reasons for attacking around Ypres in 1917. If the British could advance about seven miles, the Germans would be dislodged from the commanding heights that surrounded the city, and the BEF would be in a position to menace the vital German communications junction of Roulers, five miles further on. If Roulers fell to the Allies, the Germans would have faced a major crisis, with their lines of supply in Flanders disrupted. It might even have forced them to evacuate the area. For Britain, this prize was worth pursuing. In the first half of 1917, the German campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare appeared to be close to achieving its aim of severing Britain’s Atlantic lifeline. The Admiralty was becoming increasingly nervous at the growing German naval threat based on the Channel coast. Indeed, on 20 June, a shocked Haig recorded that




Admiral Jellicoe as First Sea Lord stated that owing to [the great shortage of shipping due to German submarines], it would be impossible for Great Britain to continue the war in 1918. This was a bombshell for the Cabinet, [and all present] and a full enquiry is to be made as to the real facts on which this opinion [of the Naval Authorities] is based.





Haig went on:




No one present shared Jellicoe’s view, and all seemed satisfied that the food reserves in Great Britain are adequate. [Jellicoe’s words were, ‘There is no good discussing plans for next Spring. We cannot go on.’]





Haig had his own reasons for wanting to fight around Ypres. It would have been emotionally satisfying, for it was of course at Ypres in 1914 that his reputation with the wider British public had been secured. In many ways, his preference for fighting at Ypres in 1916 was sensible. Unlike on the Somme, there were real strategic objectives close to Ypres, and in 1916, the German defences in the area were not as powerful as they would be a year later.


The first of the major criticisms made of Haig’s conduct of the 1917 Ypres battles is related to the Battle of Messines. This model set-piece action, conducted by Second Army, seized Messines Ridge on the first day of the battle, 7 June 1917. Following the success of this limited attack, on 8 June Plumer informed GHQ that it was impossible to redeploy Second Army’s guns for a subsequent attack on the Gheluvelt plateau in less than three days. Haig transferred command of the second operation to Hubert Gough’s Fifth Army. Gough promptly spent three days considering his options. He wanted an attack on a wide frontage; otherwise, he argued (probably correctly) that British gains would create a salient that would be difficult to defend. Some historians have therefore condemned Haig for failing to give Plumer the time for which he asked. However, research by Ian Brown has given a new twist to the debate. He argues that the Battle of Messines was successful largely because of the meticulous preparations, which had begun the year before. For Second Army to be in a position to attack on 7 June it had required three weeks of exhaustive efforts to get all the arrangements in place. Brown persuasively argues that suspension of major operations after the initial success ‘was dictated by the need both to consolidate Messines’s success and prepare a new battlefield, admittedly an adjacent one’.105 That is not to deny that Haig made a mistake in refusing to allow Plumer the time to mount a limited assault on the Gheluvelt plateau; the German forces were badly disrupted by the attack of 7 June, and further pressure might have yielded some gains. However, the ideal of following up the major blow of Messines with a second substantial assault on a broad front, to capitalise on the success of 7 June, was logistically impossible. This assault would have to wait until 31 July.


After Messines, Haig sidelined Plumer and placed Gough in charge of the main attack for what was to become the Third Battle of Ypres. Haig seems to have been operating on the principle of ‘horses for courses’. Plumer, the cautious master of the limited offensive, had been right for Messines; but apparently believing that a breakthrough was possible, Haig selected Gough, the cavalryman, who in following up the enemy during the retreat to the Hindenburg Line earlier in 1917 had shown some flair for mobile warfare. In retrospect, most people agree that this was a mistake, but in the circumstances of June–July 1917, Haig’s nomination of Gough for the principal role had a certain amount of logic.


Haig exacerbated this error by sending the Fifth Army commander confused signals about exactly what he wanted Gough to do. In the words of the American scholar Andrew Wiest, Haig ‘hoped for a breakthrough but also understood the worth of a step-by-step attack to contribute to the wearing down of the German Army’. Unfortunately, Gough ‘was not subtle enough to understand the dual nature of the offensive’. Haig offered Gough advice on the German defences and suggested that there should be a preliminary attack against the key ground of the Gheluvelt plateau on the right. Haig, true to his ‘hands-off’ conception of the role of commander-in-chief, did not give Gough a direct order; instead, in accordance with pre-war command doctrine, he deferred to the local commander.


Gough largely ignored the sensible advice he received from GHQ.106 As a result, on the first day of the battle, 31 July 1917, only about 500 yards were gained on the vital ground of the Gheluvelt plateau. In other places, Fifth Army’s assaulting troops often made good progress through the outer German defences – regarded as dispensable in German doctrine for elastic defence – only for German counter-attack formations to hit the attackers as their advance was losing impetus. In short, Gough’s aspirations for a breakthrough proved to be hopelessly over-optimistic. In the weeks that followed, in spite of the fact that Haig continued to offer sensible advice, Gough’s performance as an Army commander in the first stages of Third Ypres was deeply disappointing.107 Haig’s decision on 26 August to hand the main effort to Plumer was sensible if belated.


Plumer’s methodical ‘bite and hold’ approach and limited objectives brought a rich harvest at the three battles of Menin Road (20 September), Polygon Wood (26 September) and Broodseinde (4 October). The British casualty lists were long, but these series of blows had an immensely damaging effect on the German forces. According to one modern German historian, ‘Against the new British approach to the battle, the Germans could find no remedy; the recapturing of ground lost was impossible.’ German high commanders, aware that their forces were badly stretched fighting a multi-front war across Europe, began to consider limited withdrawals, while Crown Prince Rupprecht, the local Army Group commander, even began to prepare for ‘a comprehensive withdrawal’ that would have entailed giving up the Channel ports. If this had happened, the BEF would have achieved one of the major British objectives of the entire operation.108


This is the context in which Douglas Haig took the fateful decision to order his divisions to fight on in Flanders after the success of 4 October, despite the onset of unpredictably and unusually heavy rain that produced the mud by which ‘Passchendaele’ would forever be remembered. Inevitably, Haig has been criticised by subsequent writers for this decision. But as Charles Bean, the Australian official historian, a man who was the very opposite of an apologist for the British High Command, later reflected:




For the first time in years, at noon on October 4th on the heights east of Ypres, British troops on the Western Front stood face to face with the possibility of decisive success . . . Let the student . . . ask himself ‘In view of the results of three step-by-step blows [the battles of Menin Road, Polygon Wood and Broodseinde] all successful, what will be the result of three more in the next fortnight?’109





Haig could not see into the future. He was called upon to make a decision which, based on the information he had available at the time, involved a degree of acceptable risk. Indeed, had he decided to halt the Flanders offensive after 4 October 1917, historians would undoubtedly have had a field day in blaming Haig for throwing away the opportunity to capitalise on the crisis in the German Army created by Plumer’s offensives. Haig decided to renew the offensive, with damaging consequences for his reputation.


Bad weather, and the artillery which had done so much to secure Plumer’s successes, combined to reduce the battlefield to a shattered quagmire. With forces struggling to get guns and supplies to the front line, the next attack, the Battle of Poelcappelle (9 October), lacked the punch of previous attacks and the British found it difficult to achieve any sort of operational tempo. Haig fought on, aiming to take the Passchendaele Ridge and stop there for the winter, and to use this new position as a jumping-off point for renewing the offensive in 1918. While the continuation of the battle after Poelcappelle is much harder to justify, in truth it has some merit, given the degree to which the BEF had achieved operational, tactical and even psychological dominance over the Germans in September–October 1917. Careful planning, skilful tactics and extensive combat engineering enabled the Canadian Corps to capture Passchendaele Ridge, albeit at a high price. However, by the New Year the political climate in London and the strategic realities of the Western Front had changed to such an extent that Haig’s 1918 Flanders offensive was stillborn.


In 1960 Cyril Falls, Great War veteran, official historian and one of the wisest of commentators on the war, wrote that ‘popular verdicts on this battle, and on the British Commander-in-Chief’s conduct of it, are too much simplified’.110 That verdict remains true today. The implication underlying the (almost certainly untrue) story that Kiggell, Haig’s Chief of Staff, on seeing the battlefield for the first time, tearfully cried out, ‘Good God, did we send men to fight in that?’ – that Haig and GHQ were unaware of the state of conditions at the front – is simply untrue.111 Neither is it true that Haig’s approach at Passchendaele consisted of ‘blind bashing’; Andy Simpson has described the battle in the pithy phrase, ‘good tactics, bad ground’.112


On 20 and 27 September and 4 October Haig’s divisions inflicted heavy defeats on the Germans and, overall, the campaign had a serious impact on the enemy. Dennis Showalter has suggested that, arguably, if the pre-war German Army was destroyed on the Somme, ‘the German citizen army, the reservists and wartime conscripts, was eviscerated at Passchendaele’.113 This attrition contributed to the eventual defeat of the Germans in 1918 and also, it seems, worked on the minds of the German generals. Ludendorff, fearful of a repetition of Third Ypres, later claimed that this was a factor in deciding to attempt the gamble of a knockout blow in the west, a statement that had the ring of truth. These gains of Haig’s 1917 Flanders offensive were substantial. His conduct of Third Ypres certainly deserves criticism but such criticism, to have validity, should be measured rather than shrill. A cool assessment of all the available evidence suggests, in Showalter’s words ‘that Haig’s determination and the perseverance of the BEF was not altogether in vain’.114


THE ACCIDENTAL VICTOR?


The ‘Hundred Days’ of Allied victories between August and November 1918 pose an interesting problem of interpretation. How can it be explained that under Douglas Haig, roundly criticised by many for his handling of the Somme and Passchendaele offensives, the BEF won the greatest series of land victories in British history?


One approach is to contend that Haig was largely irrelevant to the Allied victory. Tim Travers has written the most sophisticated and influential version of this thesis. He argues that in 1918 Haig’s power was curtailed by the appointment of Foch as Allied Generalissimo, Wilson as CIGS, and Lawrence as the BEF’s CGS. The shock of the German breakthrough and the resumption of mobile warfare caused the rigid, hierarchical, British command system to break down: ‘an increasingly mobile style of warfare dictated a decentralized command structure until the Armistice’, with low-level commanders taking key decisions.115 It ‘appears that Haig and his GHQ . . . did not have a critical influence on the victory in the last 100 days of the war. In fact it can be argued that in the second half of 1918, Haig and the senior staff at GHQ lost power to the army commanders, and retained only a symbolic form of leadership.’116 Furthermore, Travers argues that in 1918 there was a dichotomy between ‘mechanical warfare’, involving the use of technology such as aircraft, tanks and guns ‘to save lives and win the war’ and ‘traditional’, infantry-centred warfare, favoured by Haig. Despite the success of ‘mechanical warfare’ at Amiens (8 August 1918), Travers argues, the BEF instead returned to ‘traditional or semi-traditional open warfare’ from the end of August 1918.117


Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson argue that as the BEF ‘at every level became a more complex, sophisticated and above all specialist organization, any detailed intervention by the commander-in-chief became increasingly inappropriate’. The jobs of both C-in-C and Army commander ‘were diminishing not expanding’ as their forces ‘grew in expertise and complexity’. However, this argument develops into something rather different from Travers’s: that Haig ‘proved far more effective as a commander once the sphere of his activities began to diminish to an extent that brought them within the limits of his capabilities’.118


This seems eminently fair. Haig had long wanted greater decentralisation in command, but recognised that the inexperience of his Army and subordinate commanders did not always make this possible. From 1916 onwards, British command and control became steadily less hidebound and inflexible, as new methods and effective leaders emerged from the hard school of combat experience.119 By 1918 the greater experience of commanders and staffs enabled him in large measure to achieve his goal of ‘arm’s-length’ command, although he was still prone to intervene, sometimes at unhelpful moments.120 Haig has been rightly criticised for failing to ‘grip’ his Army commanders on the Somme in 1916, but tighter control of subordinate formations in the very different circumstances of 1918 would have been utterly inappropriate. As Haig told Henry Wilson on 20 September 1918, he commanded ‘a surprisingly large number of very capable generals’.


This does not mean that Haig or GHQ were reduced to ciphers. Harris and Barr make a robust case for the critical importance of Haig’s ‘drive’, ‘resolution’, ‘determination’ and ‘force of personality’ in the Hundred Days. He ‘set the BEF as a whole in motion’, overcoming potential inertia among some of his Army commanders, especially Horne and Byng (although not Rawlinson).121 Haig correctly recognised early in August that there was a real possibility (although not a certainty) of winning the war in 1918. His was virtually a lone voice. Even in the face of the BEF’s great victories, there was deep pessimism among other British decision-makers. ‘Haig alone had realised how drastic was the disconnection between conception in London and reality in France . . . For this he deserves more praise than he has yet received.’122 However, Haig’s optimism in previous years probably undermined his credibility.


Foch’s importance in 1918 has sometimes been underestimated by British historians,123 but neither should we go to the other extreme, of down-playing Haig’s role. He was Foch’s de facto principal subordinate, given the size and effectiveness of the BEF. Of particular importance was Haig’s contribution to the sequential offensives of 26–29 September. As Dan Todman has pointed out, GHQ’s Operations staff played a vital part in these critical battles by sequencing the offensives, a job for which the section was better suited than carrying out planning in detail for subsidiary formations. Similarly, the Adjutant General’s (A) and Quartermaster General’s (Q) branches of GHQ kept the BEF in supply under very difficult circumstances.124


The fact that Haig’s optimism seemed to take a downturn in mid-October has puzzled some historians. On 19 October, Haig reported to the War Cabinet that, despite much success, the Allies had not yet inflicted a ‘decisive defeat’ on the Germans, who could pull back to their borders and hold out into 1919. He advocated that the Germans should be offered moderate terms for peace. In retrospect, Haig grossly underestimated the scale of the BEF’s success and the effect on the Germans. He had consistently stated that the campaign might go on until 1919, and was anxious about the burdens the advance was placing on the logistic services. He was also influenced by intelligence that the Germans were holding back the 1920 class of conscripts. Haig feared that these might provide the German Army with a timely injection of manpower.


However, Haig’s views were informed by political as well as by military factors. He, along with other members of the British elite, was suspicious of French motives and ambitions, and was painfully aware that British strength and influence would decline, and that of the United States increase, the longer that the war dragged on. Sidney Clive, Haig’s Intelligence chief, also briefed him on the power struggle in Germany. Clive argued that if the Allies demanded harsh terms for an armistice, it would bring about the downfall of the newly installed reformist government of Prince Max of Baden. In Haig’s words, ‘The militarists would return to Power, and begin a life-and-death struggle.’ This also needs to be placed into the wider context of Haig’s fear of the spread of Bolshevism in Germany – and even beyond its frontiers – should all existing authority collapse. A lenient peace might avert the prospect of both prolonged fighting and Communist revolution. The BEF’s victories of 4 November seem to have restored some of Haig’s confidence, and in early November intelligence began reaching the British of the parlous state of Germany, where revolution was breaking out. But it was too late for the Government to change its mind about accepting terms that allowed the German Army to march home. This stored up trouble for the future, in that it nourished the myth of a ‘stab in the back’ that helped propel Hitler to power in 1933. As Sir Eric Geddes wrote on 12 November, ‘Had we known how bad things were in Germany, we might have got stiffer terms; however, it is easy to be wise after the event.’125


CONCLUSION


Haig began his diary entry for 11 November 1918 in his usual way – ‘Fine day but cold and dull’. His use of block capitals for November was the only hint of the triumph that he had a right to feel. At the moment the Armistice came into effect, he began a meeting with his Army commanders in the mairie at Cambrai. One of the issues he raised with them was




the importance of looking after the troops during the period following the cessation of hostilities. Very often the best fighters are the most difficult to deal with in periods of quiet! I suggested a number of ways in which men can be kept occupied. It is as much the duty of all officers to keep their men amused as it is to train them for war. Staff officers must [attend to this]. If funds are wanted, GHQ should be informed, and I’ll arrange for money to be found.





This is the authentic voice of the paternalist regimental officer that was never far from the surface of most British generals during the Great War.126 Haig has acquired a reputation for callousness and indifference to the suffering of his men. This could not be further from the truth. His diary frequently records his admiration for the achievements of his ‘amateur’ soldiers and an appreciation of their suffering. He wrote in his diary for 31 March 1917 that




No one can visit the Somme battlefield without being impressed with the magnitude of the effort of the British Army. For five long months this battle continued. Not one battle, but a series of great battles, were methodically waged by numerous divisions in succession, so that credit for pluck and resolution has been earned by men from every part of the Empire. And credit must be paid too, not only to the private soldier in the ranks, but also to those splendid young officers who commanded platoons, companies and battalions. Although new to this terrible ‘game of war’ they were able, time and again, to form up their commands in the darkness of night, and in spite of shell holes, wire and other obstacles, lead them forward in the grey of the morning to the attack of these tremendous positions. To many it meant certain death, and all must have known that before they started. Surely it was the knowledge of the great stake at issue, the existence of England as a free nation, that nerved them for such heroic deeds. I have not the time to put down all the thoughts which rush into my mind when I think of all those fine fellows, who either have given their lives for their country, or have been maimed in its service. Later on I hope we may have a Prime Minister and a Government who will do them justice.





Haig was particularly anxious about the welfare of officers who had been maimed and disfigured, commenting in a letter to his wife on 19 July 1918:




Very pleased to get yours of Wednesday, and to see that the Government at last means to look after the claims of Disabled Officers, although they cannot yet decide how exactly they will proceed in the matter. The Officer Class is now very different to what it was in the case of the old regular Army. Now the Officer in many cases has risen from the ranks, and in most cases is quite without means outside his pay. They are also very numerous, about 90,000 in France alone. So you will thus see that the suffering after the war will be very great indeed unless something is arranged soon for their benefit. You are doing splendid work my darling, in interesting yourself so intensely in their claims . . .





It was this deep personal sense of duty and paternalism towards his men that motivated Haig’s subsequent post-war work for the welfare of veterans, especially through his Presidency of the British Legion. This work inevitably involved him in making public speeches, an activity he detested. His last public act was to give a speech at the enrolment ceremony of the 20th Richmond (Earl Haig’s Own) Boy Scouts, formed from the sons of disabled ex-servicemen employed at the British Legion Poppy factory. On the following day, 29 January 1928, he collapsed and died from a heart attack at his brother-in-law’s house in London. He was sixty-six.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT


The text consists, for the most part, of extracts from Douglas Haig’s manuscript war diary, supplemented by letters written by him. This diary was written on an almost daily basis during the Great War and sent by King’s Messenger in batches to Lady Haig in England. After the war Haig and Lady Haig produced a typed version of the diary, to which Haig added various official papers, letters and memoranda. On completion, these were bound in thirty-eight volumes. The present Earl Haig deposited both the manuscript and typed versions of the diary in the National Library of Scotland in 1961. A copy of the typed version has been available in the National Archives (Public Record Office) since 1977. As explained in the Introduction, Haig took the opportunity to make additions and corrections to his manuscript diary (though not major deletions) when compiling the typed version. Where this text uses the typed version Haig’s additions are shown in square brackets.


In selecting entries for publication the editors have been anxious to reflect the full range of Haig’s activities, especially during his period as Commander-in-Chief (1915–19), and not only his dealings with senior political and military leaders. The balance between the years also reflects the increasing importance of the British Expeditionary Force to the Allied war effort, something not always reflected in the wider historiography of the war, which still underplays the importance of 1918. The complete diary contains in the region of 750,000 words. This edition, at c. 200,000 words, is the most extensive version of the diary ever published.


The war’s main actors are the subjects of Biographical Sketches, which appear at the end of the book. Such persons are identified by an asterisk (*) before their names the first time they appear in each year of the diary. Lesser figures have explanatory footnotes at the first mentions of their names in the text. In a small number of cases, the editors have found it impossible to provide firm identification, and they would welcome further information.


Although the diary is literate and generally easy to read in the original, the text is not here rendered exactly as Haig wrote it. His excessive use of capital letters has been brought more into line with current practice, though the editors found merit in retaining his distinctive capitalisation of ‘Enemy’ and ‘Tanks’ as well as his eccentric spelling of ‘airoplane’. Haig was also somewhat promiscuous in his use of exclamation marks, a trait shared by many of his contemporaries, and these have been pruned. His habit of rendering surnames by their capital letter alone is sometimes confusing and except in the case of Kitchener (Lord K) and Lloyd George (LG) surnames have been generally spelled out. The description of military formations has been standardised for clarity, thus: First Army; I Corps; 1st Division; 1 Brigade. The names of regiments and battalions are either spelled in full or shown in standard abbreviations, such as KOSB or KRRC. Military ranks are shown in full and without hyphens (e.g., Major General not Maj.-Gen.). Full stops have been removed from abbreviations such as RFC, GOC, BEF, and so on. During the First World War the words ‘moral’ and ‘morale’ were used interchangeably. Haig uses both in the modern sense of ‘morale’, and we have retained that usage.




1914


CORPS COMMANDER


[image: Image]


Great Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, in response to the German invasion of Belgium. Although Britain, France and Russia had created a loose power bloc in the years before 1914, there was no formal alliance between Britain and the other two states. However, it was clearly in the British national interest to support France and Russia in resisting German aggression. To have deserted her Entente partners would probably have resulted in a German-dominated Europe, with Britain facing the German threat alone at some point in the future. Britain’s motives in going to war in 1914 were those that had underpinned British foreign policy for centuries. It aimed to prevent the Channel coast falling into hostile hands – thus posing a threat to British maritime security; and to defend the balance of power in Europe. Douglas Haig, for one, had for many years been expecting war with Germany.


In August 1914 Lieutenant General Sir Douglas Haig was General Officer Commanding Aldershot, and commander designate of I Army Corps. With the coming of war, Haig took command of his Corps, which consisted of the Aldershot-based 1st and 2nd Infantry Divisions and the only permanent Corps Staff in the British Army. The newly assembled II Corps (3rd and 5th Divisions) was commanded by Lieutenant General Sir James Grierson, with a hastily improvised staff. The overall commander of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was Field Marshal Sir John French. The BEF originally consisted of I and II Corps, plus Major General Allenby’s Cavalry Division. A III Corps under Major General W.P. Pulteney formed in France at the end of August. By the end of 1914, the BEF had expanded to five corps (including the Indian Corps), plus the Cavalry Corps and an Indian Cavalry Corps.


The key relationship on I Corps Staff was Haig’s partnership with his Chief of Staff (formally, the Brigadier General General Staff or BGGS), Brigadier General ‘Johnnie’ Gough VC. He was the brother of Hubert Gough, over whose career Haig was to exercise a decisive influence; the same could be said of I Corps’ Brigadier General Royal Artillery, H. S. Horne, who had worked with Haig previously. Another important personality on I Corps Staff was Major John Charteris, Haig’s aide-de-camp and Intelligence Officer, who was to play a controversial role in Haig’s subsequent career.


Haig’s I Corps saw relatively little action during the initial clash of arms, culminating in the battles of Mons (23 August) and Le Cateau three days later. However, once the Retreat from Mons halted and the advance to the Marne commenced on 6 September, I Corps had plenty of fighting, taking a prominent role in the embryo trench warfare on the Aisne in September–October, and around La Bassée and Ypres in October and November. In part, this reflects the high level of trust that Sir John French placed in Haig, and the Field Marshal’s dislike of the II Corps commander, Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien. Haig emerged from the defensive First Battle of Ypres with his reputation greatly enhanced.


Haig’s wartime diary begins on 29 July, but no manuscript copy survives; it appears that it was written up from memory and, possibly, rough notes. The first manuscript entry is for 13 August. Material taken from the typed (Ts) diary is placed in square brackets.


[On the afternoon of Wednesday, 29 July 1914 I received an Order (as GOC Aldershot Command) by telegram from Secretary of State for War to adopt ‘Precautionary Measures’ as detailed in Defence Scheme.


All our arrangements were ready, even to the extent of having the telegrams written out. These merely had to be dated and despatched.


On 2 March last ‘Mobilisation Orders’ for the Aldershot Command, having been brought up to date, were sent out over the signature of Major General Robb,1 my MGA, consequently when the telegram containing the one word ‘Mobilise’ and signed ‘Troopers’ (i.e., Secretary War Office) was received at 5.3 pm on 4 August, these orders were put in force and methodically acted upon without friction and without flurry. Everything had been so well thought out and foreseen that I, as ‘C-in-C Aldershot’, was never called upon for a decision. I had thus all my time free to make arrangements for my own departure for the front, to visit Field Marshal *French’s GHQ now established at the Hotel Metropole in London, and to ponder over the terribly critical military situation as it gradually developed day by day.]


Tuesday 4 August. Letter to Major Philip Howell2


Very many thanks for your 2 letters.


I agree that we ought not to dispatch our Expeditionary Force in a hurry to France. Possibly had there been a chance of supporting her at the very beginning, our help might have been decisive. That moment seems to have been allowed to pass. Now we must make an Army large enough to intervene decisively – say 300,000. With the necessary reserves at home for wastage say 200,000. On what principle would you set about incorporating the less regular forces with our existing 6 divisions? I know nothing about the policy at the WO at present . . .


How rapidly events move! I hardly liked looking at last week while our Government ‘waited’!


How much longer will the German Empire last?


Haig’s diary continued:


[At midnight, 4/5 August (Tuesday/Wednesday) Captain Harding Newman3 DAQMG, telephoned from the Headquarters Office to Government House that War Office had wired ‘War has broken out with Germany.’ On the 5th I motored to London, was medically examined at War Office and passed ‘physically fit for Active Service at home or abroad’.


At 4 pm I attended a War Council at 10 Downing Street. Mr *Asquith (the Prime Minister) was in the Chair. He began with a brief statement of the circumstances in which he had summoned this Council. The Germans had crossed their frontier into Belgium early yesterday (4 August). War had actually been declared between England and Germany, between Russia and Germany and between France and Germany, but as yet Austria was not technically at war with any country except Serbia. One unexpected factor in the situation was the neutrality of Italy. It must now be assumed that Italy would not stand in with Germany and Austria. A further unexpected factor in the situation was the action of Belgium and Holland. Belgium appeared to be offering a better resistance than had been anticipated. Germany was reported to have violated Dutch Limburg, and was apparently determined to overwhelm all resistance.


Sir John French gave in outline a pre-arranged plan which had been worked out between the British and French General Staffs. Briefly stated, it was hoped that the Expeditionary Force would mobilise simultaneously with the French, and would be concentrated behind the French left at Maubeuge by the fifteenth day of mobilisation. The intention then was to move eastwards towards the Meuse, and act on the left of the French against the German right flank. We were now, however, late in mobilising, and so this plan was no longer possible. He spoke about his hopes of now going to Antwerp and operating with the Belgian and possibly Dutch Armies.


The alternative routes for reaching Antwerp were then discussed: viz., whether by sea or land.


The Navy, the First Lord (*Churchill) stated, could not protect the passage of our transports during the longer sea passage across the North Sea to the Scheldt.


Then the CIGS (Douglas)4 pointed out that the military plans were worked out for an embarkation at Newhaven, Southampton and Bristol, with a landing at Havre, Boulogne, and other French ports in the Channel. The French had also arranged for rolling stock and prepared railway timetables for the movement of our units. A change of destination at the last moment would have serious consequences.


Personally, I trembled at the reckless way Sir J. French spoke about ‘the advantages’ of the BEF operating from Antwerp against the powerful and still intact German Army! So, when it came to my turn to speak I formulated a number of questions to bring out the risk we would run of ‘defeat in detail’ if we separated from the French at the outset of the campaign. ‘Have we enough troops, with the Belgians, to carry on a campaign independently of the French, or do we run excessive risk, if we act separately, of defeat in detail?’ and ‘What does our General Staff know of the fighting value of the Belgian Army?’ I also made these points:


1st. That Great Britain and Germany would be fighting for their existence. Therefore the war was bound to be a long war, and neither would acknowledge defeat after a short struggle. I knew that German writers had stated in their books that a modern war in Europe would not last more than a few months. In my opinion, that was what they hoped for and what they were planning to make it. I held that we must organise our resources for a war of several years.


2nd. Great Britain must at once take in hand the creation of an Army. I mentioned one million as the number to aim at immediately, remarking that that was the strength originally proposed for the Territorial Force by Lord Haldane.5 Above all, we ought to aim at having a strong and effective force when we came to discuss peace at a conference of the Great Powers.


3rd. We only had a small number of trained officers and NCOs. These must be economised. The need for efficient instructors would become at once apparent. I urged that a considerable proportion of officers and NCOs should be withdrawn from the Expeditionary Force. (This latter suggestion met with much opposition from Sir J. French, with the result that only 3 officers per battalion were retained in England from the battalions now ordered to France.) Lastly, my advice was to send as strong an Expeditionary Force as possible, and as soon as possible, to join the French Forces and to arrange to increase that Force as rapidly as possible.


The conclusions arrived at by this War Council were: (a) take up transports at once, but our line of operations could be settled later. (b) A French Staff officer of high standing was asked for to come to London to confer with Lord *Kitchener. (c) India was to be asked to send a division to Egypt, and to retain another division and a cavalry brigade in readiness to start on receipt of orders. (d) The offers of contingents from the Dominions were accepted and their troops are to concentrate in England.


After the meeting broke up, Lord Kitchener came with me to the War Office in my car. I took him to the CGS’s6 room. The latter (Sir Charles Douglas) did not come in for some 15 or 20 minutes, so I had an opportunity of discussing the situation with Lord K. Two points struck me: first K.’s ignorance of the progress made by the Territorial Army towards efficiency, and secondly, his ignorance of the Military situation in German East Africa, and of the value, as soldiers, of the German Military settlers there. Personally, I was very intimately acquainted of course, with what the Territorials had been doing. I was well aware how hard some units had worked and of the splendid patriotic spirit which pervaded the whole Force. The position in German East Africa was only known to me as the result of talks with my BGGS (Johnnie Gough).7 He had spent several years as Inspector General in the adjoining British Territory under our Colonial Office, and before I left Aldershot for the War Council he gave me a few notes on the military situation in those parts. He urged the immediate capture of Dar-es-Salaam. On the arrival of Sir Charles Douglas, I left. Lord Kitchener then took over the duties of Secretary of State for War, which since the Curragh disturbance in the spring of 1914 had been performed by Mr Asquith in addition to his other duties . . .


On Thursday afternoon, 6 August: I attended another War Council at 10 Downing Street. The Prime Minister again presided, and more or less the same gentlemen attended. The PM stated that today the Cabinet had decided on principle to send the Expeditionary Force. It remained to be decided its strength and where it was to concentrate.]


Tuesday 11 August


[The *King and Queen arrive at Aldershot at 12 noon. His Majesty joins me in an open car and we motor round the lines. The troops turn out and line the roads and give their Majesties a cheer as they pass along. Their Majesties, too, say goodbye to the senior officers as they pass along in front of their Headquarters. The King seemed delighted that Sir John French had been appointed to the Chief Command of the Expeditionary Force. He asked me my opinion. I told him at once, as I felt it my duty to do so, that from my experience with Sir John in the South African War, he was certain to do his utmost loyally to carry out any orders which the Government might give him. I had grave doubts, however, whether either his temper was sufficiently even, or his military knowledge sufficiently thorough to enable him to discharge properly the very difficult duties which will devolve upon him during the coming operations with Allies on the Continent. In my own heart, I know that French is quite unfit for this great Command at a time of crisis in our Nation’s History. But I thought it sufficient to tell the King that I had ‘doubts’ about the selection.


Their Majesties lunch with *Doris and me, quite simply at Government House. The King seemed anxious, but he did not give me the impression that he fully realised the grave issues both for our Country as well as for his own house, which were about to be put to the test; nor did he really comprehend the uncertainty of the result of all wars between great nations, no matter how well prepared one may think one is.]


Haig began to keep a manuscript diary on 13 August.


Thursday 13 August


Haig met French and his Chief of the General Staff, Sir Archibald Murray, at the Hotel Metropole.


Informed where the Expeditionary Force was to concentrate . . . [I play golf with Doris in the afternoon . . . I felt the great uncertainties of the future lying before me and could not talk much. The situation which I had often pondered over had now come to pass . . .


[I have also felt for many years dating from my stay in Berlin in 1896, that war between Germany and England was sure to break out as soon as Germany felt strong enough to hold her own on the sea . . . I have also tried to think out many a time what the next Great European War is likely to mean for an Army engaged in it. But in all my dreams I have never been so bold as to imagine that when that war did break out, that I should hold one of the most important commands in the British Army. I feel very pleased at receiving command of the First Army (Corps)8 and I also feel the greatest confidence that we will give a good account of ourselves, if only our Higher Command give us a reasonable chance!


[I have a first rate Staff and my troops are throughout well commanded. Major General Lomax9 commands the 1st Division. He is an experienced and practical leader, much beloved by the men, most loyal to me, and I have a thorough trust in his ability to command his division well, even in the worst of difficulties. The 2nd Division has just been given a new Commander, viz. Major General *Monro in the place of Major General Archibald Murray10 (who has been selected by Sir J. French to be the Chief of Staff of the Expeditionary Force). Monro proved himself to be a good regimental officer and an excellent Commandant of the Hythe School of Musketry, but some years with Territorials has resulted in his becoming rather fat. There is, however, no doubt about his military ability, although he lacks the practical experience in commanding a division.


[The brigades and battalions are also all well commanded, and the regimental officers are probably the best all round in any Army. The artillery and mounted troops are also highly trained and thoroughly well found. On the other hand, our numbers are very small indeed, and I have an uneasy feeling lest we may be thoughtlessly committed to some great general action before we have had time to absorb our reservists. Any precipitate engagement of our little force may lose us the inestimable value which our highly trained divisions do possess not only as a unit in battle, but also as a leaven for raising the moral of the great National Army which the Government is now proceeding to organise.11


[This uneasy feeling which disturbs me springs, I think, in great measure from my knowledge of the personalities of which our ‘High Command’ is composed. I have already stated somewhat briefly my opinion of Sir John French’s ability as a Commander in the field. His military ideas often shocked me when I was his Chief of Staff during the South African War. In those days, with only mounted troops under him, he fortunately could not put into practice some special theories which he told me he had deduced from Hamley’s Operations of War. A chance for this came to him, however, last autumn, when as Director of Manoeuvres, he handled a force (representing the Expeditionary Force) against a skeleton enemy. His instructions for moving along the front of his enemy (then halted in a fortified position) and subsequently attacking the latter’s distant flank were of such an unpractical nature that his Chief of the General Staff (Grierson)12 demurred. Some slight modifications in the orders were permitted but Grierson ceased to be his CGS in case of mobilisation and was very soon transferred to another appointment in the BEF. Major General Murray as already stated, replaced him. Murray had been Sir John’s BGGS during the period of the latter’s Command at Aldershot. Recently during certain divisional exercises I had had occasion to criticise Murray’s handling of his division. There was not only lack of method in putting his troops into the fight, but his views on ‘protection’ and on fighting generally, were in my view quite unpractical. So I had a poor opinion of his qualifications as a General; and in some respects he seemed to me to be ‘an old woman’. For example, in his dealings with Sir John, when his own better judgement told him that something which the latter wished put in orders was quite unsound, instead of frankly acknowledging his disagreement, he would weakly acquiesce, in order to avoid an outbreak of temper and a scene.


[With all this knowledge of the Chief and his CGS behind me, I have grave reason for being anxious about what happens to us in the great adventure upon which we are now to start this very night. However, I am determined to behave as I did in the South African War, namely, to be thoroughly loyal and do my duty as a subordinate should, trying all the time to see Sir John’s good qualities and not his weak ones. For most certainly both French and Murray have much to commend them, although neither in my opinion are at all fitted for the appointments which they now hold at this moment of crisis in our country’s history.]


Haig crossed to France on 15 August on SS Comrie Castle.


Monday 17 August


About 9 am, on his way to the front, while the train halted at Serquex, Haig was informed that Grierson had died suddenly in the train at about 7.30, and was asked what should be done.


I said trains to continue the journey to Amiens and to report the matter to General Robb, commanding the communications, who was at Amiens. It seemed to me of no use for me to delay until the train with the II Army Corps Headquarters came up, as I could do nothing. I heard later that the cause of death was aneurism of the heart.13


Tuesday 18 August


Haig attended a conference at GHQ, now at Le Cateau.


General *Allenby and Vaughan14 of the Cavalry Division and General Walker15 (Chief Staff Officer of the II Army Corps) were among those present. Sir J. French explained the situation and indicated a possible line of action but refrained from giving definite orders until divisions had fully concentrated.


Wednesday 19 August


I gathered that the Belgian Army is falling back on Antwerp while the Germans are crossing [the Meuse] in considerable strength (at least 4 corps) about Huy and Liège [and marching with all speed westwards on Brussels and Namur.] They have a railhead at Warenne. This looks as if an effort is to be made to turn the French left, which rests on Namur fortress [by an advance through Belgium. In fact, the solution of the problem which was given as the most likely one when I was at Camberley Staff College in 1897.] The neighbourhood of Waterloo and Charleroi should then be the scene of another great battle.
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