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Introduction


The Wider Setting


The troops were making their way to the new front. The grumbling of artillery, so familiar from Ypres, had lost none of its disturbing power, but surely here it would be different?


What a welcome contrast! In place of the low plains of Flanders we had before us a countryside of gentle and appealing hills, with deeply sunken roads, broad hollows, and patches and wider spreads of woodland.1 The Somme … always a beautiful river, now excelled itself by dividing into a number of arms – they looked like lakes among the fresh green of the meadows and thickets. The little waves sparkled in the sun, and its light intensified the cheerful colours of the cows and horses as they grazed along the banks. The whole of nature breathed freshness and beauty.2


Only the sight of a distant clutch of a dozen captive balloons indicated ‘where hell must be reigning on earth’.3 Another two hours and


the thunder was all too near, and invisible squadrons of aircraft were cruising somewhere among the clouds. The muddy road was narrowed by masses of rubble, and not a single one of the local people was to be seen, just more and more soldiers, cars and convoys, and in the background the artillery was muttering and bellowing … Troops were pressing through, along with sick and wounded, and columns of vehicles laden with equipment, ammunition, entrenching tools and timber frames. Men were coming back in an extremity of exhaustion, clad in rags and tatters, and wearing the vacant expressions of cattle.4


A little further, and it became evident that something terrible had happened here.


Fresh and half-decomposed corpses had been ploughed into the torn-up earth. Staring eyes, open mouths and grinning teeth showed in hideous, blackened skulls. The slope leading up to the hill was covered with gas masks, contorted limbs, British and German rifles, lengths of barbed wire, bottles of wine, pots of jam, boots with human bones, wooden knife-rests, ammunition and fragments of countless thousands of shells. A narrow path indicated the way that was being followed night and day by the men as they hastened along in their terror and apprehension … Then it was our great moment, when we had to enter our assigned positions.5


More and more shells were bursting around and above us, and we quickened our steps as we moved forward. I bustled along a side trench where the wounded were pressing against the sides to make room for us along the narrow passage … I was startled by a piercing scream, which echoes in my ears even today. My bayonet scabbard had caught in the bandage of one of the wounded men. I was overcome with shock and remorse. I could only blurt out, ‘Sorry, mate!’6


A glance over the parapet, and streaks of white across the opposite hillside revealed the presence of the unseen enemy, the British.


THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN from a particular perspective. It is not a comprehensive history of the Battle of the Somme, for that would demand, amongst other things, giving proper consideration to the involvement of the French. It is not, directly, the story of the Germans on the Somme. Its purpose is to set out the German view of, and interest in, the British performance and mentality as they were experienced in the course of that long struggle. The evidence is both copious and unfamiliar, and is to be found in official papers, histories, memoirs and letters, and most revealingly of all in the results of the interrogation of British prisoners of war.


The questioning by the German intelligence officers was more systematic and detailed than that employed by their British counterparts. It was also more open-ended, and encouraged the captured officers and men to speak freely and at length when they were still in shock from combat and capture. Their recollections are of unique interest because they were immediate, separated from the event by a matter of hours or a few days at the most, rather than being contaminated by the passage of time. Charles Carrington noted that the process was in full train by the 1930s, under ‘the influence of later writers who invented the public image of “disenchantment” or “disillusion”’. He rightly set greater store by ‘an earlier stage in the history of ideas’.7 By the end of the twentieth century some of the last survivors had become ‘Veterans General Issue, neatly packed with what we wanted to hear, exploding at the touch of a tape-recorder button or the snap of a TV documentarist’s clapperboard. Up to my neck in muck and bullets; rats as big as footballs; the sergeant major was a right bastard; all my mates were killed.’8


If the present study is to have any value it must hold its focus, except where some kind of scene setting is called for. The place and the time were chosen for two reasons. The first is that 1916 was the year in which we find represented most comprehensively all the elements that made up the British Army in the Great War – the pre-war Regulars, the Territorials, the Kitchener volunteers and the first of the conscripts. It was also the year when the British Army first took a front-ranking role in the continental war (as the British officers and soldiers were ready to declare to the Germans), and in which army and public alike first came to know the nature and penalties of a full-scale confrontation with an extremely formidable enemy.


Conflict of this order (if not of this magnitude) was a matter of living memory on the European mainland, and we shall encounter two German commanders whose formative experiences actually came from the war of 1870–71, namely General von Gallwitz as a young officer of artillery, and General Sixt von Armin as a volunteer in the Garde, who was wounded at Saint-Privat. Geography, diplomacy and even language had combined to shield the British from reality. The French bataille and the German Schlacht signified ‘slaughter’ in a way that had been lost in the mundane British ‘battle’. Likewise an obscure but most revealing connection linked guerre with one of the roots of the German Verwirrung, denoting ‘confusion’.


Bloody turmoil is therefore inherent in combat, and the point is worth stressing when we come to look at the conduct of the Great War. Why were the British fighting at all? The origins of the war and the burden of ‘war guilt’ still divide the historians, but it is likely that an allied defeat would have established the Germans as masters of Belgium, and converted Antwerp and the northern Channel ports into German naval bases. German annexation of areas rich in coal and iron would have relegated France further down the ranks of industrial powers, and much of western Russia would have become a German economic colony, as actually happened for a time in 1918. German gains and the expansion of German influence in Africa, the Middle East and the Pacific would have fragmented the British Empire, and put the survival of British Australia and New Zealand in some doubt. In the German view the Irish and some at least of the Indians were gifted but oppressed peoples, ripe for liberation.


Having sent the British to war, we have to ask why they and their French allies were impelled to mount offensives so many times over and at such a cost. In part it was because almost any gain of ground was desirable if it held the Germans away from the remaining northern Channel ports, from the nodal point of Amiens, and not least from Paris, which represented so much to the allies in both symbolic and practical terms. If Berlin as an objective was impossibly distant, it was not unrealistic for the allies to think of gaining the Belgian ports, or of recovering the area of north-eastern France that lay under German occupation, which made up only 6 per cent of the national area but had accounted for 64 per cent of France’s pre-war production of pig iron, 58 per cent of the steel and 40 per cent of the coal.9 Worthwhile targets might lie closer to hand in the shape of a dominating ridge line, a nodal point of communication like Cambrai, or the prospect of cutting a transverse route like the road (the present N 17) that ran by way of Bapaume to Péronne, and helped the Germans to maintain a coherent defence of the Somme front.


In essence, unless the Germans were pushed off their ground they would be able to keep the military advantage and ultimately gain favourable terms of peace. The problem for the allies was how to undertake successful offensive action at a period when the balance in warfare had swung so heavily in favour of the defence. Napoleon had been able to exploit gaps and flanks, but that had been more than a hundred years before, and since then populations had expanded mightily, and generation upon generation of conscripts had been fed through the continental armies. By the end of 1914 the Western Front was packed with troops all the way from the Channel to the Swiss border, the gaps and the open flanks had disappeared, and a breakthrough could now be attained only by a frontal assault of one kind or another.


Commanders were being forced to come to terms with a major technological mismatch, which also told in favour of the defence. The simple device of barbed wire now made it possible to set up a cheap, speedy and effective barrier in front of positions. From the 1860s, moreover, firepower of every kind had gained immensely in range, volume and accuracy, and the losers were the troops who had to leave protection to advance across open ground. It was a relatively easy matter to lay down a curtain of defensive fire in front of one’s own lines, but it took a colossal weight of accurate fire, amounting to the order of 400 pounds of shell per yard of trench, to destroy or suppress the defenders, and then at the cost of sacrificing surprise, and ploughing up the ground over which the infantry would have to attack.


It was not just a question of counting off the yards of front, for a German defensive position of 1916 usually consisted of an outlying improvised Trichterstellung (shell-hole position), a main position of multiple fighting and communication trenches, and further positions in existence or active preparation behind. Most attacks broke up in no man’s land or the Trichterstellung, and even if a wide breach were effected in the main position, the attacker would then have to bring up his artillery and make other preparations to deal a completely new blow against the rearward position. These ‘shock-absorbing’ defences were to acquire still greater depth and resilience in the following year.


Advances in signals and transport – telegraphs, the telephone, the railway and motor vehicles – favoured communication and movement behind the fighting line, and helped the defender to move up reserves to the threatened points, but little useful technology was yet available to assist attacking troops across the battlefield. The men still had to struggle forward on foot, just as at the time of Napoleon, but now with considerably greater difficulty, for command and control were in a technical void. In the conditions of warfare at that time it was impossible to direct more than a tiny number of troops by voice alone, and the first generation of field radios made its appearance only towards the end of the war. Most senior commanders (contrary to myth) did what they could to keep in contact with the progress of the fighting, but news of success or failure usually came too late to enable them to do anything about it. Infantry reserves were rarely at hand to exploit an opening, and logistics dictated that cavalry – a potentially valuable means of exploiting in depth – was held further still to the rear. The outcome of even a ‘successful’ attack was more often than not to produce a ‘salient’, a saucer-shaped bulge in the enemy defences, which might leave the attacker worse off than before, as he would now be coming under fire from the flanks as well as from the front.


The British commanders of 1916 reached no consensus as to how to overcome the daunting obstacles that they faced. The Fourth Army became the chief instrument of the offensive on the Somme, and its commander, General Sir Henry Rawlinson, preferred not to test the boundaries of what was possible, but rather to achieve objectives that lay within the capacity of the troops and technology available to him. What he called his ‘bite and hold’ or ‘step by step’ form of attack was actually designed to reclaim the advantages of the defensive from the enemy, and he explained to Haig in a much-quoted letter that ‘our objective … seems to me to kill as many Germans as possible with the least loss to ourselves, and the best way to do this appears to me to be to seize points of tactical importance which will provide us with good observation and which we may feel quite certain the Germans will counter attack’.10


In his Final Dispatch of 1919 Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, as overall commander of the British Expeditionary Force, claimed that the British offensives between 1915 and 1918 formed in effect one battle, which ultimately wore down the German forces. That might have been the outcome, but it is doubtful whether he had that in mind when he opened his offensive on the Somme. General Sir Hubert Gough, who commanded on the northern wing from 2 July, gave the lie when he wrote some time after the war that ‘we always thought that the capture of the front line, or at most the second line, would ensure a complete victory and the retreat of the whole hostile army, however narrow was the front of the attack … We were always looking for the GAP, and trying to make it, hoping that we would pour through it in a glorious, exciting rush, and so put an end to any more heavy fighting.’11


Organisation and Terminology


The investigation of military structures is not calculated to grip the imagination of readers, except those of a certain mentality, but a general acquaintance with formations and units does help us to make sense of what happened on the Somme in 1916. The information is particularly relevant when we try to draw any comparison between the British and German forces, because the same designations can cover quite different entities.


THE BRITISH


HIGH COMMAND


In 1916 Sir Douglas Haig held the rank of full general, and from his headquarters in Montreuil he commanded the sixty or so divisions of the British Expeditionary Force. He was answerable to the coalition government in London, which was headed until early December by the Liberal prime minister Herbert Henry Asquith. The Cabinet’s War Committee took its military advice from the shrewd ex-ranker General Sir William (‘Wully’) Robertson, as Chief of an enhanced Imperial General Staff. There was a consequent diminution in the power of the successive Secretaries of State for War, the charismatic Lord Kitchener (died 5 June) and David Lloyd George (succeeded as prime minister on 7 December).


ARMIES


An army was a large formation of no fixed size, and numbered between 200,000 and 300,000 men. It was normally commanded by a full general, and consisted of three or so corps. Three such British armies were engaged on the Somme:




	Third Army (General Sir Edmund ‘Bull’ Allenby) only marginally, on the left flank;


	Reserve Army (General Sir Hubert Gough), formed out of divisions on the left wing on 2 July, and redesignated the Fifth Army on 29 October;


	Fourth Army (General Sir Henry Rawlinson) on the right wing.




The style of command could differ fundamentally from one army to the next. Gough was an impatient and abrasive individual, who could interfere directly in the affairs of the divisions, as when he stampeded the 32nd Division into the attack on 2 July, or the 2nd Australian Division into assaulting Pozières on the 29th of that month. Rawlinson was more inclined to stand back from the detailed business of command.


CORPS


The corps level of command had originated in continental Europe at the time of the Napoleonic Wars, when it brought together the divisions (and their component formations and units) into manageable groupings. In the Grande Armée the corps had been commanded by marshals, many of whom were household names, which emphasises the point that one of the great advantages of the system was seen as giving a large body of men a distinctive character and a literal esprit de corps. For the British the corps was an unfamiliar concept, having been introduced for active service only in 1914. By the time of the Battle of the Somme the British corps was evolving fast, having acquired greater responsibility for artillery support, traffic management and planning, but it sacrificed one of its potentials by remaining little more than a headquarters or holding bag for two or more shifting divisions. The corps commander therefore had little incentive to train up any particular division, for he knew that he must lose it sooner or later to somebody else. The Canadian Corps (Lieutenant General Sir Julian Byng) and the antipodean Anzac Corps (Lieutenant General Sir William ‘Birdy’ Birdwood) were much closer to the original inspiration of the corps, for they had the advantage of being stable formations, which made training and development much more worthwhile over the long term. They enjoyed, moreover, a direct line of political authority to their home governments.


DIVISIONS


The division was commanded by a major general, and comprised at full strength some 12,000 infantry, together with artillery and other supporting arms and services, which brought the total to about 19,000 troops. On the Somme the division occupied a frontage of 2,000 yards or even less, and in such a way the first three days of the battle could cost Tom Bridge’s 19th (Western) Division 3,500 men in an area ‘not much larger than Trafalgar Square’.12 According to Australian Major General John Monash, by one account ‘the ablest soldier of the war’,13 the division was ‘the nearest point to the front where co-ordination of all arms took place, where reserves could be committed, where plans could be significantly modified. It was also the key point for the collection and transmission of information to corps, army and GHQ.’14 The division was a stable fighting entity, which could be imbued with the character of the commander and the material of its recruiting area, though few divisions could be counted as consistently ‘good’ or ‘bad’, regardless of a great deal of myth-making during and after the war.




	Most of the Regular Army divisions on the Somme bore numbers that came early in the scale (1–8, 29). The Guards Division (formed in 1915) stood apart, as claiming precedence but being altogether too grand to consent to be numbered;


	The numbers of the Territorial Force divisions on the Somme fell mostly in the forties and the fifties (46–51, 55, 56);


	The New Army divisions on the Somme had two runs of numbers, one mostly in the teens and early twenties (9, 11, 12, 14–15), and the other mostly in the thirties (30–41, 63).




BRIGADES


The three brigades of a division were usually deployed as two in the front line and one in close reserve. The individual brigade was commanded by a brigadier general, and comprised four battalions, which gave the division as a whole a total of twelve such battalions, with a further battalion designated (sometimes against its will) as Pioneers. A brigade at full complement numbered nearly 4,000 infantry, though combat strengths stood at nearer 3,000.


REGIMENTS


For all the talk of ‘regimental spirit’, the regiment as such did not appear in the order of battle, since the component battalions of British regiments might well be split between totally different theatres of war. However, there was no set limit to the number of battalions in a regiment, and a concentration of battalions from a single regiment could give a Territorial or New Army division a strongly tribal character, such as the presence of the multi-battalion London Regiment in the 47th and 56th Divisions of Territorials, or that of nine battalions of the Northumberland Fusiliers in the New Army 34th Division.


BATTALIONS


The battalion of four companies was commanded by a lieutenant colonel, and at its rarely attained full strength numbered 997 officers and men. The battalion was a focus of loyalty which compared with that of the division at the higher level. Indeed the fate of the Pals battalions has become almost synonymous with the first day of the Somme, though there were many others that were just as worthy of record, even within the New Army. The battalion was identified by a number and a slash, thus the 15/West Yorkshire Regiment denoted the 15th Battalion of the West Yorkshire Regiment, better known by its unofficial designation as the battalion of the Leeds Pals.


COMPANIES


The company of four platoons was commanded by a major or captain, and had a typical combat strength of about two hundred of all ranks.


PLATOONS


The platoon of some fifty men was a lieutenant’s or second lieutenant’s command. As a fighting sub-unit, equipped with a spread of weapons, the platoon became the basis of British tactics as they developed from January 1917.


SECTIONS


The section, the most basic sub-unit, was a force of up to a dozen men commanded by a corporal.


THE GERMANS


HIGH COMMAND


Supreme command was invested nominally in Kaiser Wilhelm II and his Supreme Headquarters (Oberste Heeresleitung), and under him in the Great General Staff, headed at the opening of the Battle of the Somme by General Erich von Falkenhayn. In 1916 the credit of both Kaiser and Falkenhayn was waning, and on 29 August far-reaching power was invested in Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg as the new Chief of the General Staff, and his close associate General Erich von Ludendorff as First Quartermaster-General. At the same time a period of prolonged organisational instability on the Western Front was brought to an end when Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria assumed command of a new army group which was responsible for the effort against the British and French on the Somme. The Kaiser’s son Crown Prince Wilhelm (‘Little Willy’) commanded the companion Heeresgruppe Deutscher Kronprinz on the declining Verdun front.


ARMY CORPS


The classic continental model of the corps served the Germans very well until its admirable stability was overset by losses and piecemeal reinforcements in the first days of the Battle of the Somme. From the middle of July and under the pressure of circumstances the Germans were forced to adopt something closer to the British pattern, with its population of shifting divisions. Thus the old XIV Army Corps was transmuted into the Gruppe Stein, and the IV Army Corps into the Gruppe Sixt von Armin. The shift of emphasis from the structure to the name of the commander was significant, and a Gruppe of this kind might contain between two and six divisions, though three or four at a time were more common.


DIVISIONS


The German division of about 17,600 men corresponded closely with its British counterpart, and was likewise made up of twelve battalions, and about the same complement of artillery – seventy-two barrels as opposed to the British seventy-six.


REGIMENTS AND BATTALIONS


In 1915 the Germans had abolished the brigade level of field command as an unnecessary complication. The standard regiment of about 4,400 troops was in any case a large body that equated almost exactly with the British brigade in both size and deployment. It comprised twelve consecutively numbered companies, grouped four at a time in three battalions, numbered I, II and III. The first and second battalions were usually placed in the front of the battle line, and the third in close support. The battalions in turn were made up of four companies each.


DESIGNATIONS AND ETHOS


The titles of German formations, units and personnel appear at first sight to be as complicated as German wine labels, but were organised on identifiable principles. Reserve in German usage does not signify a reserve in the operational or tactical sense, but formations and units made up of personnel who had most recently completed their two years of conscript service. Landwehr and Landsturm designated successively older age groups. Ersatz formations and units were made up of men who were physically fit, but who for one reason or another had not been called up for the normal conscript service. The terms Garde, Grenadier or Füsilier related to elite status or historical origins, and did not betoken any essential difference in organisation.


After 1871, as a sign of newly found national unity, the regiments of the German army were given a common sequence of numbers, which reached well into the hundreds, only the Bavarians standing aloof with their separate numbering system. However, the German Empire had a federal structure, made up of the states of Prussia, Württemberg and Saxony as well as Bavaria, and the federal states themselves incorporated many smaller entities that had lost their sovereign independence. As a relic of olden times the full titles of the regiments therefore retained their historic regional numberings in addition to the common sequence. Thus the 88th Infantry Regiment was also the Royal Prussian 2nd Nassau Infantry Regiment, the full title being Das König. Preuss. 2. Nassauische Infanterie Regiment Nr. 88. Some regiments added the name of an historical figure, or that of a living colonel-in-chief, usually of a royal or ducal house.


Something of a truly German national army emerged only in the 1930s. A veteran remarked that ‘our proud 12th Grenadier Regiment Prince Carl of Prussia has ceased to exist – and it will never be called back to life. For the whole of the period of our youth we had every reason to believe that the Empire, under whose protection we lived, by which I mean the Second German Empire of 18 January 1871, had represented the final political evolution of the German people. But now we know it was only a step towards final German unification. Its accomplishment we owe to our Führer, Adolf Hitler.’15 It had been otherwise in the Great War, when ‘mighty differences stood out when it was a question of who was to be relieved by whom, who might be your neighbours in combat, or when you might be applying for billets – and then the legendary “fellow feeling” might vanish altogether, for the experience of going into quarters depended enormously on whether the town major was a Bavarian, a Saxon or a Prussian’.16


Germans and British alike regarded the Prussians as the least biddable element in the German army, and other Germans often got word to the enemy trenches that they themselves did not come from that part of the world, or when they were going to be relieved by those people, so that the British would give them a bad time. They were ‘damned Prussian pigs’ according to the Württembergers,17 and a prisoner told the British that he ‘saw many troops passing through Bapaume, but could not tell what troops they were, because the State badge is being covered up to avoid quarrels between various states, particularly between Prussians and Bavarians’.18


The Württembergers were renowned among the Germans as serious and hard-working people, and their pride was engaged heavily in holding the Thiepval sector in the Battle of the Somme. The ‘dark-haired Bavarian types’ were not particularly aggressive, but proved to be cohesive and obstinate in the defence, and capable of launching some determined counterattacks. The Saxons as a whole were the ‘most decent of the bunch’,19 but still showed considerable local variations, with the rural-based 40th Division remaining solid, while the 24th hailed from the western industrial areas and was being undermined in morale by socialism. Poles and Alsace-Lorrainers were a source of potential instability in whatever unit or formation they might be found.


In 1916 the German Army was still remote from disaffection on any significant scale, and one of its great strengths, deriving from the old Prussian tradition, was its philosophy of command. Ever since the Napoleonic Wars the formations were directed by a commander-in-chief and a chief of staff who worked almost as co-equals in a military marriage – the first supplying leadership and energy, or at least the prestige of high birth, and the chief of staff the element of rational calculation. Orders throughout the army were issued in the expectation that subordinates would seize on the essential points of what was to be achieved, but think for themselves when it came to the execution; one of the results was that authority was devolved down the chain of command, with German NCOs exercising many of the functions that would have been carried out in the British Army by lieutenants or even captains. The German units were therefore much more lightly officered than their British counterparts.


SOME USAGES


In former times the word ‘English’ was used on the Continent in a much wider sense than now. In translating from German sources I have therefore felt free to substitute the word ‘British’ where this seems more appropriate. The Germans, as defenders, naturally write of dugout ‘exits’ (Ausgänge) where the British encountered ‘entrances’.


In conformity with the standard military usage ‘shrapnel’ denotes balls discharged from an air-burst shell, and ‘splinters’ the fragments from the casing of a shell or mortar bomb. Again, ‘barrage’ is used not to signify a generalised bombardment, but a wall of artillery fire, as is much clearer in the German Sperrfeuer or the original French barrage, which preserve the direct connection with ‘barrier’ or ‘dam’. I was tempted to invent the term ‘barrier fire’, to make the meaning clear, but hesitated to enrage the purists. They will be offended in any case by the way I employ ‘grenade’ interchangeably with ‘bomb’, the latter being the official British usage from early 1916, for the Grenadier Guards had insisted that they alone were entitled to use the word ‘grenade’.


As regards defences, ‘trench’ signifies an individual trench, whereas ‘line’ or ‘position’ applies to a coherent system made up of two or more fighting trenches and the necessary communication trenches. A ‘redoubt’ is a strongpoint with all-round defence, set in such a position.


Some German words have been left untranslated, to avoid clumsy circumlocutions. A Trichterstellung, as already indicated, was an ad hoc position established in shell-holes in front of the proper defences. An Engländernest signifies an improvised but strong position dug by infiltrating British troops. Trommelfeuer (lit. ‘drum fire’) was artillery fire of such intensity that the sound of the individual explosions merged into a continuous roar.


Sir Launcelot Kiggel, Haig’s chief of staff, pronounced his name as ‘Kidgell’.




PART ONE


THE MEN AND THE NATIONS




[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE


Knowing the Enemy


When we look into the cultural and military interchange of Germany and Britain in the early twentieth century we are brought face to face with a series of paradoxes. The overt manifestations of hostility among the British ranged from the populist and crude (the anti-German riots in October 1914 and May 1915, the pages of John Bull and the like) to the pseudo-intellectual. The Germans on their side were being told about ‘the almost incomparable bravery of the French army and the sacrifice of the Russian soldiers’, but were asked to believe that the Germans were fighting above all ‘English gold, English tenacity and the imperturbability of English political methods’.1 The British were condemned as the instigators of the war. They had joined with the French and Russians to exert a continental stranglehold, and their navy and their global empire stood directly in the way of a young Germany that was striving for its place in the sun.


The British character was supposed to be a denial of German values. The Anglo-Saxon race had been corrupted by Celtic and Jewish influences, and by a selfishly mercantile outlook (Manchestertum) originating in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which elevated private profit above the good of the community. As the Germans could see in the trenches, it was the mentality of ‘got mittens’ as opposed to Gott mit uns! [God with us]. The beefy British ignoramuses – unresponsive to religion, scholarship and heroic ideals – found their fulfilment in a demeaning Sportsidiotismus. Some of the first British taken prisoner in 1914 tried to shake hands with their German captors, just as if it had been at the close of a football match, and ‘they were shocked when they received the appropriate response: namely, a kick in a certain part of the body’.2 The German accounts indicate that their troops viewed the prospect of facing the British with a heightened interest. A gun detachment cheered when it sent its first round on its way on the Ancre on 5 November 1916, for ‘this was the first time that we were facing the British, and we had a particular score to settle with them. Was it not the politics of the British which had encircled us with enemies?’3


These antagonisms had been generated artificially, for in other respects the relations between British and Germans had been extraordinarily close, and indeed had shown signs of developing into an Anglo-German culture. German social elites were aping what they took to be the yachting, fox-hunting and country-house style of the British landed aristocracy, to the extent that Crown Prince Wilhelm built a replica Tudor mansion, the Cecilienhof, amid the lakes and pinewoods of Potsdam. The stone above the entrance bears the date ‘1916’. Four years earlier, in an exchange of views with the former prime minister A. J. Balfour, Karl Max Prince Lichnowski wrote only half-jestingly ‘now that British customs, fashions, sport and play have conquered the world … there is no ground why the English example should not hold with regard to the fleet’.4


The British royal family was related many times over to German counterparts, and not least to those minor Protestant houses of central Germany that were the most immediate victims of Prussian aggrandisement. However, it was not easy for the uninformed British public to distinguish between various kinds of Germans, and the most prominent victim of popular outcry was Louis Alexander Prince of Battenberg, who was forced to resign as First Sea Lord in October 1914. Relative obscurity spared the career of Major General Albert Edward Count Gleichen, son of Victor Prince of Hohenlohe-Langenburg, who was another British admiral and a nephew of Queen Victoria. Count Gleichen commanded the British 37th Division from 1915 to 1916, and then organised and directed the Intelligence Bureau in the Department of Information. He once took a sentry to task for failing to shoot a German who had been in plain view. ‘Shoot him? Why, Lor’ bless you sir, ’e’s never done me no harm.’5 (Among his gifted sisters the Lady Feodora was a monumental sculptress – and pig breeder – and the Lady Helena a painter who received the Italian Medal of Valour for her medical services on the Alpine front.)


Sir Edward Elgar, so easily dismissed as a bewhiskered epitome of Edwardian and Georgian patriotism, was steeped in the musical life of Central Europe rather than in the ‘cowpat’ idiom cultivated by Ralph Vaughan Williams and George Butterworth, and his circle in London was populated heavily with men and women of German extraction or nationality. Indeed, the form in which much of his music has come down to us is through the agency of August Johannes Jaeger, his editor at the publisher, Novello. A comparable milieu formed around the Bavarian-born Sir Hubert von Herkomer (1849–1914), whose art school at Bushey gained worldwide renown.


Just as British universities had been inspired by their admiration for German Wisssenschaft to embrace the alien German concept of the research doctorate, so German students by the hundred took to studying at Oxford, and the names of some of them are listed on the memorial to the war dead in New College. There was German blood in the families of Siegfried Sassoon, Ford Madox Ford and Robert Graves, the last being related on his mother’s side to the line of Saxon country pastors that gave rise to the historian ‘von’ Ranke, who was Robert’s great-uncle.


Graves had an uncle who was a middle-aged lieutenant in the Bavarian artillery, and a cousin, Conrad, a Bavarian major who was awarded the Pour le Mérite. Graves writes that ‘in the trenches … I happened to belong to a company mess in which four of us young officers out of five had, by a coincidence, either German mothers or naturalised German fathers’.6 German names, in fact, occur frequently among all ranks in the British services in the Great War. A cursory glance at the technical branches in 1916 alone shows Major General Sir Stanley von Donop as Master General of the Ordnance, Brigadier General Acton Lemuel Schreiber as commanding the engineers of the III Corps, and Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Gordon Guggisberg working under his authority as chief engineer to its 8th Division.


Survivals like these testify to generations of connections between the two peoples, dating from the time of medieval merchants, and augmented since by clients of the House of Hanover, by religious and political refugees, and by commercial links at every level. Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen, descended from a merchant family of Bremen, is renowned in the history of the Great War as one of the most deadly and ingenious of the British intelligence officers, and he was an even more enthusiastic German-killer than Count Gleichen. Members of the banking houses of Rothschild, Kleinwort and Schröder might aspire to the ways of the British gentry, while the fast-industrialising aspect of Germany was represented by the British branch of the electrical engineers Siemens-Halske, and by the giant chemical concern of Brunner, Mond & Co (founded 1873, and the ancestor of ICI). British ladies and gentlemen inflated the tyres of their bicycles with Bluemel (i.e. Blümel) pumps, and the first British tanks were powered by Daimler engines. When the British looked for a source of liquid chlorine in 1915, the only British firm capable of producing the toxin proved to be the Castner-Kellner Alkali Company. Lesser German folk came in great quantities, often in search of temporary employment, and the 35th (Bantam) Division found that in each batch of its prisoners ‘there were fellows who spoke perfect English, having lived in England as waiters and hairdressers, or clerks, or merchants’.7


These manifold connections are central to our story, for they encouraged the German intelligence service in its ambition to build a comprehensive picture of the life and mentality of the British as enemies. Poor, blinded Captain Gilbert Nobbs halted at Aachen on his way to repatriation by way of Holland. The German senior medical officer told him that his sergeant major was eager to visit him, and would like to bring along a friend and a bottle of wine. Nobbs’ first doubts were put to rest. ‘They were Germans who lived in England and worked in the Deutsche Bank in George Yard, Lombard Street.’ They turned the conversation to British public opinion, the military contribution of the Dominions, the state of affairs in Ireland, and the British government’s tolerance of strikes (all subjects of lively interest to German intelligence). ‘I soon found that they were not bad fellows at all.’8 Nobbs relates the story in all innocence, not grasping how completely he had been taken in.


The British intelligence was less well served – either because fewer British bothered to learn German in the first place, or because German-speakers were wasted by having enlisted in the fighting arms. Brigadier General John Charteris complained on 15 November 1916 how ‘somebody at home tried to saddle us with a man for intelligence work who was said to be an excellent German scholar. He translated mit Rücksicht darauf [‘in relation to’] as “in marching order”, probably with some idea in his mind about rucksacks; and better still, that bei Aufstellung der Colonnen [‘in forming the columns’], as “by order of the colonel”.’9


As for the battlefield, great armies of British and Germans were in close confrontation on the Somme, ‘but enemy were invisible. Our sleepy sentries heard him cough from the far side of the craters. He patrolled, and we patrolled. But patrols had a sensible habit of avoiding personal contacts with one another.’10 When it came to taking or sparing life the behaviour of the troops was governed as much by ancient usages of war as by the current antagonisms. In a much-quoted passage Robert Graves wrote that ‘the troops with the worst reputation for violence against prisoners were the Canadians (and later the Australians)’.11 The grudges of the Canadians dated in part from an episode at Ypres in 1915, when Germans were reported to have crucified a Canadian prisoner on a door with bayonets.12 In fact German prisoners made their way back unscathed from Courcelette on 15 September through wave after wave of advancing Canadians, and German accounts also make specific mention of the good treatment of the men taken by the Canadians at Mouquet Farm on the 26th of the same month. Likewise the ‘merciless’ Australians were happy to participate in the ‘give and take’ which reigned towards the end of the campaign along the Ancre, and in front of the Butte de Warlencourt where ‘both sides apparently left the killing to be done by the artillery unless an attack was launched’.13


There exists, on the other hand, trustworthy evidence as to the British 18th Division’s authorised mass killing of surrendered Germans at Thiepval on 26 September, and the Lewis-gunning of German prisoners by the 51st (Highland) Division at Y Ravine on 13 November.14 The 36th (Ulster) Division and the Grenadier Guards were as tough on the enemy as they were on themselves, and Lieutenant Brian Lawrence of the latter regiment writes casually of an episode in front of le Transloy when he ‘noticed a party of Boches walking … towards our lines, probably to surrender, as our men did not shoot. I told the Lewis gunners to fire, which they did, and I don’t think many of the Boches returned to tell the tale.’15


Graves is probably sounder when he refers to the wide range of reasons or pretexts that could be evoked to justify atrocities. In some cases a specific order might have gone out in advance, like the one which baffled a German soldier in August: ‘We have real English in front of us, and have orders to take no prisoners but to despatch them all with the bayonet; not a bad idea, but they always get prisoners from us too, and what do they do with them?’16 Prisoners might well be too inconvenient to be allowed to live. On 18 July a counterattack by the German 26th Regiment carried halfway up the length of Longueval, where the Germans found that a large number of British had taken refuge in deep dugouts. ‘But they were quick to show themselves. They could easily have put up a fight, for we made up just a handful of little fellows, but they instead stood on the upper steps and hastened to raise their hands. We could not escort them back, and so we made short work of them with hand grenades.’17


Survival of individuals or small groups often hung upon a notion of some kind of fair exchange. Taken by surprise in one of the Somme woods, a small party of British wisely threw aside their rifles without hesitation and put themselves at the mercy of Lieutenant Störel and his patrol of the 72nd Regiment. The British took out small treasures and offered them to the Germans, though ‘to judge by a pair of shilling pieces which an extremely young lad tried to press into my hand, the poor devils did not put too high a price on their lives. “Look here,” said one of my men, “what do I want with money? I’m after cigarettes!” It was not long before we all had fags sprouting from our lips.’18


Bargaining was scarcely possible when the captured troops were specialists who might have been responsible for killing hundreds of your comrades. Gallwitz writes that German prisoners had seen how ‘two of our Minenwerfer [trench mortar] officers were shot or beaten to death with rifle butts. In general our pioneers, Minenwerfer operators and machine-gunners were treated more badly than infantrymen. Chivalry diminished according to a kind of graduated scale.’19 At the Butte de Warlencourt on 5 November a Durham Light Infantryman laid a grenade on the chest of a wounded German machine-gunner and blew him to bits.20


On the other hand the high command on both sides strove in vain to ‘combat the inclination of the troops not to provoke the enemy’.21 Captured Bavarians were received kindly by the Catholic Irish of the 16th Division at Ginchy on 9 September, while the testimony of Private Giles Eyre shows that the 2/King’s Royal Rifle Corps got on well with a variety of north-west Germans in the opposite trenches. A regiment of Holsteiners was able to throw across cigars and bottles of schnapps in return for bully beef and jam, and a certain ‘Johann’ entertained the British with light classical airs on his violin until the recital was ended by British mortar bombs, which in turn brought on a full-scale exchange of fire by the artillery.22 Eyre was later captured by a Hanoverian regiment which bore the battle honour Gibraltar on a blue band on its sleeves, and he was treated well.


To have a prisoner in one’s hands deprived the enemy of his services as effectively as if he had been killed, and, unlike a corpse, he might be able to tell you something of value. It is therefore important to look more closely at the circumstances in which a soldier might pass from the disposal of one army to the other. One of this kind manifested itself before the German 84th Reserve Regiment near Martinpuich early on the foggy morning of 20 July.


‘Halt! Who goes there?’ A huge lad appeared like a vision about fifty metres in front of our trench. He appeared to be a good ten metres tall and another two wide … and his round helmet looked like a huge parasol. Some of our men released their safety catches, but we gave the order not to fire as we wanted to see what kind of enemy this might be. We called out several times in English that he could approach, for we would not open fire, and finally he dared to come nearer, his hands still raised. He was a nineteen-year-old deserter. On his shoulder he carried the name Duke of Wellington’s [49th (West Riding) Division (Territorial Force)]. He was a survivor of the attack which had just failed, and during the retreat he and others remained flat on the ground, intending to desert this morning. Another ten men duly appeared one by one.23


Deserters typically told the Germans that they had been reduced to a state of desperation by the conditions in the trenches, and by being driven into hopeless attacks.


There were signs of some calculation in cases like that of the Royal Fusilier Joseph Lippmann, who volunteered for a patrol just because it would give him a chance to come over to the Germans,24 or the sergeant of the 13/Durham Light Infantry who deserted west of le Sars on 7 October. ‘The prisoner is an old soldier, who had already fought at Gallipoli and been wounded there … The prisoner had been lying along with twelve others in a stretch of trench with nobody else to their right or left. He tried to persuade his comrades to desert, for they were all weary of the fighting, but they would not follow him because they feared they would be shot by the Germans.’25 He told the Germans about impending attacks by the 23rd and 47th Divisions, and in the course of two interviews he gave them details of what he had seen of a tank at close quarters.


Much of what the Germans learned of the life of the British soldier behind the front line came from a corporal of the 7/Cameron Highlanders, who deserted from the same location. He was an Englishman, a clerk in a big firm of accountants, who had chosen to join a Highland regiment out of misplaced feelings of romance (see here).26 It was rare to find a man of such education among the deserters. More representative was an obvious inadequate like the King’s Own Scottish Borderer who abandoned the 2nd Battalion early in September. ‘He is forty-eight years old. He has been a soldier for more than twenty-two years, but he is a drunkard and has never been promoted. Not long ago he was withdrawn from front-line service and did duty as an officer’s servant and the battalion barber. On account of a drunken bout he was awarded fourteen days’ Field Punishment, after which he was returned to the front line as a further penalty. He was so angry that he decided to desert.’27


The German officers, as upholders of military virtue, regarded the deserters with suspicion and distaste. They prized honest prisoners of war more highly in every respect. According to the chief of German military intelligence, Colonel Nicolai, ‘the secret service behind the enemy lines was … so restricted that, alone, it could not satisfy the needs of the army commands and of the supreme command. Our greatest and most valuable source of news in the western theatre of war – and at the front line the only one – was furnished by prisoners of war.’28


On the presumption that they were to take prisoners, the German troops near la Boisselle in July were told to learn a number of expressions by heart:




	When Englishmen are met in the trenches, shout ‘Hands up, you fool’, to be pronounced Hands opp ju fohl, ‘Arms away’, Arms ewa.



	At the entrance of a dugout, cry ‘Is anybody inside?’ Is anibodi inseid?


	After throwing in a hand grenade, shout out, ‘Come all out quick, quick’. Kom ohl aut, quick, quick.



	If the Englishmen come out, shout at them, ‘Hands up, come on Tommy’. Honds opp, kom on Tomy.



	If the fellows want hurrying cry out, ‘Go on, go on’.29






Altogether 192,319 British were taken prisoner by the Germans in the Great War. The really large hauls (75,000) were made at the start of the German spring offensive in 1918, but the Germans believed that by earlier standards the numbers they had captured on the Somme in 1916 were still significant, namely:





	July, August, September
	2,669




	October
	390




	November
	1,232




	TOTAL
	4,29130







By the middle of October it was reckoned that ‘most of them were taken in the course of major attacks, others on patrol. We rarely have the impression that we are dealing with deserters.’31


By the harvest of ‘major attacks’ the Germans signified the human wreckage which was found after failed British assaults in no man’s land, in the German trenches and, in surprisingly large numbers, among parties cut off behind German lines. Many other troops were taken by German counterattacks, and many again were captured when they were trying to find their way back to their own positions. The most celebrated example of a loser-of-his-way was that of William Smith, who had put in many years of service with the Gordon Highlanders, but who had the post of RSM in the 14/London Scottish when he was taken near Morval on 7 September. ‘He relates that at eight this morning he decided to go for a stroll. Before long he reached a village [Combles], and after leaving by the north-west corner he stopped in front of a German bookstall. When asked how he had come through the enemy positions, Smith declares that he had seen no sign of wire or trenches, and that there were no Germans to be seen in the village itself. From there he continued on his way in a northerly direction until he was taken prisoner south-east of Morval by two pioneers who were engaged in digging.’32 The German corps commander Kirchbach was scandalised by the lack of German vigilance.


Lieutenant Ernst Jünger writes that it was all to easy to lose orientation in the wasteland of shell-holes, and that the British could also be stranded among the German trenches in the course of trench raids. In June the British failed in an assault on the trenches of his 73rd Fusiliers in front of Combles. Only one of the enemy got through the wire, and this ‘single exception Brecht – who, before the war, had been a plantation owner in America – now seized by the throat, and greeted with the words, “Come here, you son of a bitch!” The captive was presently being treated to a glass of wine … He was a tall fellow, very young, fresh-faced, with fair hair.’33


Unusually detailed and matching evidence from both sides has recorded the career and capture of Lieutenant F. W. Harvey of the 2/5 Gloucesters. He was a solicitor in civilian life, who had volunteered on 8 August 1914, and was eventually commissioned on the record of his success in trench raids. Sheer bravado impelled him to go out on a one-man reconnaissance on 16 August 1916, and ‘he made his way without being noticed through the wire and entered our first [German] trench, which was unoccupied along that sector. But then he heard footsteps to his left, and retired a short stretch along the trench to the right. When he turned a corner he was captured by some soldiers who were sitting in front of a dugout. He explains that he had failed to notice it because he was looking for a place where he could climb out of the rearward side of the trench and hide behind the parados. From there he thought he would be in a good position to ascertain the numbers of our machine guns and the strength of the defenders, for they were all still looking towards the enemy. He was armed with a revolver.’34 This corresponds almost exactly with Harvey’s own account, and he adds that one of the German soldiers ‘looked so ridiculously like a certain labourer I had left working on my father’s farm in England that I simply burst out laughing – which possibly saved my life’.35


The German standing orders laid down that the British prisoners were to be forwarded as soon as possible to the relevant army headquarters, whether in Saint-Quentin, Lille, Douai or other places, for ‘in the conditions of trench warfare prisoners and objects of every description are … almost the only reliable evidence on which we can build a picture of the enemy deployment’.36


The troops who took prisoners were forbidden to ‘win’ personal property, let alone objects of military value, but the letter of the law was not upheld with total exactitude, and the ‘high rubber boots of the English troops, though the cause of lasting foot-troubles, often found fanciers among the German front-line soldiers at an earlier moment than the prisoners thought convenient’.37 Prisoners were allowed to retain passes and pay books, money and personal items, but maps, official documents and objects of particular interest were to be forwarded to army headquarters. ‘This applies especially to the British cap and shoulder badges.’ The covering reports were to detail the numbers and units of the prisoners, the time and place of the capture, the German troops responsible and the circumstances of the event.38 These procedures were designed to channel every source of information to the intelligence officer (usually a captain) of the relevant army. He conducted interrogations and examined material of every kind, and kept a constant liaison with the intelligence branch of the high command.


The Germans themselves termed their line of communication troops the Etappenschweine, and those heroes were inclined to treat the British prisoners very badly on the journey to the Reich. Worse was likely to await the prisoners in camps or locations of enforced labour, with other ranks suffering worst of all, and the Australian officers captured at Fromelles were rightly ‘most concerned about the fate of their men. They say that the American ambassador had established that the British prisoners in Germany were starving, and that the matter had been raised in Parliament.’39


The experience in the first days was likely to be different. The British might steel themselves to face death or wounds in combat, but ‘it is a strange thing, to be a prisoner is undoubtedly the most surprising thing that can happen to a soldier’.40 Then again, German military intelligence was aware that the British had been told to expect beatings and other ordeals, and so ‘prisoners who, still feeling the violent emotions of battle, found themselves humanely treated … spoke more willingly even than the deserters’.41


It is not easy to establish the degrees of pressure that are suggested by the usual German words for ‘interrogation’, namely Verhör and Vernehmung. But among the terms also employed were Besprechung, which means ‘conversation’, and Unterhaltung, which signifies more of a chat. In any event Crown Prince Rupprecht could tell his troops confidently enough that they had nothing to fear if they remained silent after they were captured by the British, for both sides had renounced the use of force to extract information.42


As a general rule the Germans found that the British ‘don’t say much when taken prisoner. They are stubborn and sulky and know little in any case.’43 Colonel Nicolai, as head of the German military intelligence, testifies that the British officer was ‘a model of silence, though sometimes English NCOs and men of long service excelled him … An iron discipline, maintained by a severe code of punishments, is in their blood.’44 The Germans were ready to be impressed by martial values wherever they might find them, as they were by the Connaught Ranger captured by Delville Wood on 1 September. Englishmen were being drafted into his regiment, ‘but the prisoner himself is an Irishman. He makes an excellent military impression. He gives terse and grudging answers to the questions that are put to him.’45


Limitations were also imposed by the show of ignorance and indifference displayed by the British when it came to military affairs. We are reminded of the descriptions of the battles in Napoleonic times, when the redcoats were waiting in stolid lines, while the French troops were speculating about the likely course of events. Pay books along with documentation of all kinds might be taken from the Tommies before an operation, and ‘infantrymen are hauled before a court martial if they ask gunners about the positions of their batteries … The British soldiers appear to be left in deliberate ignorance about the make-up of their formations, the names of their leaders and military affairs in general. In this respect the British themselves term it the “deaf and dumb army”.’46


It still has to be explained how almost every prisoner ended up by revealing something of worth. A number of the captives would still be in a state of shock, and beyond putting up any kind of defence. ‘Gassed men were often very talkative and so were men in a high fever, the latter appeared to use the last ounces of their strength in order to give minute descriptions of their final impressions. Some prisoners made statements which were models of their kind. One of the first tank crews gave very accurate details while still shaken by the explosion from which he had escaped.’47


Few prisoners of any kind had it in them to resist the German request to fill in a card to be dispatched to their families at home. It had the appearance of an act of totally unexpected kindness, and at the same time established a sense of obligation, however trivial, to the captors. ‘Great care was taken in the transmission of these cards. This permission often caused silent prisoners to find their tongues.’48


The rest is explained by the form and purposes of the German system of interrogation. The German intelligence officers were at pains to obtain their information from a bigger and more representative body of prisoners than were their British counterparts. Large numbers of prisoners, if captured together, might be processed in groups of up to fifteen in rapid succession, but more commonly in groups of an NCO and two or three men at a time. Individual interrogations of selected prisoners were, however, longer and more productive. Whereas the British intelligence officers concentrated on malcontents such as were to be found among the Russians, Poles, Saxons and Alsace-Lorrainers, the ideal target for the German style of interrogation was an officer or man of education and worldly experience who had set himself against telling the Germans anything that might be of use to them. Such an individual was a wounded and unnamed 32-year-old first lieutenant of the 9/West Yorkshire Regiment. He was in the textile business in civilian life, but he made ‘an intelligent and military impression’, and was ‘most reticent and circumspect in his answers. For that reason the interrogation was extraordinarily detailed.’49


The opening questions of the interview were designed to supply the basic details for the standard report, whereby the Germans hoped to learn of the prisoner’s identity and unit, the circumstance of his capture, the location and composition of neighbouring units and formations, along with their histories and losses. None of the prisoners grasped that the Germans were interested in a great deal more, for they wished to learn of British life in all its aspects, embracing the relations between the ranks of the army, between the categories of the troops – Regulars, Territorials and so on – and between the British, the troops of the Empire and the French, and all of this in every possible combination. Conditions inside Britain were also of great interest to the Germans, as were the political tensions in Ireland and India, and prisoners’ opinions as to the possibilities of breakthrough on the Western Front, and the causes, conduct and outcome of the war.


The German intelligence officers set no limit on the duration of their investigations, or the length of their reports, and it is evident that very few British prisoners grasped when their interrogation in all its forms began or ended. There were many well-tried techniques for setting the necessary mood. We may imagine how an inclination of the head or a concerned expression might be enough to persuade a soldier that he could at last pour out his miseries into a sympathetic ear, and there was an engaging simplicity about many of the pilots and observers of the Royal Flying Corps. ‘We have found from experience that the enemy aviators, and the British in particular, are most inclined to chat and give answers to their German counterparts. That is why the interrogation of the enemy flyers should be conducted only by the airmen who are attached to the intelligence officer.’50 According to Nicolai ‘the airmen on both sides were bound together by technical interests, and a certain sporting spirit. In addition, many were quite young and the English and French airmen were often recruited from inferior material … and their news was all the more valuable because airmen often had exact information regarding strategic conditions.’51


The British memoirs indicate that the Germans had a particular method for putting men of affairs at their ease, so that it almost appeared to them that they had ‘dropped in to see a lot of rather eccentric strangers’.52 Instead of a bullet-headed Junker in a spiked helmet they were more likely to encounter a perfect English-speaker, who could talk of mutual acquaintances in the City of London, or ‘a distinguished old gentleman’ who offered his guests cigars and wine, and had been educated at Eton.53 These agreeable people would supply their prisoners with astonishingly accurate details about their parent units, as if to persuade them that anything else they cared to tell their hosts would be of merely conversational interest.


The British accounts suggest that these devices were recognised for what they were, but the German records make it clear that the captives had no inkling of the range of German interests, and that their tongues were loosened once they believed that they had held their silence on matters of military importance. Lieutenant Harvey, already mentioned, was convinced that he had never given away anything of value, yet from him the Germans learned of the reinforcements for the 48th (South Midland) Division, the heavy losses among the Australians at Pozières, and the officers’ estimates of the British losses in the opening phase of the Battle of the Somme.54


Lieutenant Trevor Colin Hambling, a company commander of the 2/Worcesters, talked freely about political affairs in Ireland and India,55 and the Germans knew that they had a particularly valuable catch in Lieutenant Godfrey Walter Phillimore of the Highland Light Infantry, on attachment with the 2/South Wales Borderers, taken south of Beaumont Hamel on 4 April. He was the son of the Lord Justice of Appeal Sir Walter George Frank Phillimore (one of the fathers of the League of Nations), and himself a barrister, though no longer practising. He was aged only thirty-six, but recently widowed, and lived on his estate at Henley-on-Thames. ‘He refuses to say anything about military affairs’, which did not prevent him from speaking at length on matters of more general interest. ‘Lieutenant Phillimore himself has a wide education, but his thinking about the war, its causes, its present state and its likely outcome is typically English in its insularity.’56


When, finally, what the prisoners had to say had ceased to be of military or political relevance, they remained of academic interest to bands of German anthropologists, musicologists, philologists and the like, who for years had been investigating the world’s cultures before they were extinguished by the machine age. The professors now found that the world had been brought to them in the shape of allied prisoners of war, and between 1915 and 1918 they took the opportunity to tour the camps in the name of the Royal Prussian Phonographic Commission. Thus the British prisoners were encouraged to sing popular songs (including a genuinely moving ‘Tipperary’ with solo and chorus), and read out the passage concerning the Prodigal Son from the Bible, thus identifying, for example, the differences between the Lancashire and Yorkshire accents. The sounds were preserved on shellac discs or wax cylinders, and the aural record was reinforced by portrait studies by First Lieutenant Otto Stiehl, who was a gifted photographer as well as being the deputy commandant of one of the camps.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Imperial Troops


THE EMPIRE GOES TO WAR


In the years before the Great War the German General Staff became convinced that Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the South African Union would all be ready to assist Britain in the event of a European war. An Imperial General Staff was now in being, and the Germans had little doubt that the necessary understandings had been reached in a series of secret conferences. The Germans also noted that the Dominions had passed roughly similar laws, which provided for a basis of service in a home-defence militia and the projection of force overseas by formations of volunteers.


On 4 August 1914 Britain declared war on Germany, a measure that automatically brought the whole of the British Empire into the conflict. Eight days later Prime Minister Asquith sent a three-word telegram to the Imperial governments: ‘War. Germany. Act.’ A few measurements can be applied to the degree to which the Empire responded. Britain introduced conscription in 1916, New Zealand in May the same year and Canada in August 1917, but no conscription for foreign service existed in Australia or South Africa. In the course of the war more than 20 per cent of the British male population enlisted for military service, and the figure would have been higher still if conscription had been extended to Ireland. Comparable contributions from the other states of the Empire stood at more than 19 per cent from New Zealand, and nearly 131/2 per cent each from Australia and Canada. In 1916 the units of cavalry were the only remnant of the Indian Army still deployed on the Western Front, but contingents from the Empire grew to four divisions and one cavalry brigade of Canadians, five Australian infantry divisions and a division of New Zealand infantry, and a South African infantry brigade. In the cultural history of Canada, Australia and New Zealand the experience was a matter of groping a way ‘down a parallel path in responding to the demands of war on an unprecedented scale’.1 The notion of natural-born soldiers, the sons of the open air, as typified in the Australian ‘larrikin’, became a treasured part of the cultural myth, sometimes at the expense of the hard training which was, eventually, to make them the fine troops that most of them became.


THE SOUTH AFRICANS


The South African Union was in several ways unique among the Dominions. The white population was a minority, and was not only divided by race and language (which was also the case with Canada), but a substantial proportion of the Dutch-descended element had been engaged in armed conflict against the British and other Imperial forces only a dozen years before the outbreak of the Great War. In the first weeks of the new conflict the Union was moreover threatened by a rising among the Boers, and engaged in hostilities against an immediate neighbour, the German colony of South-West Africa (later Namibia).


What was again remarkable was that there was no popular South African hostility to the Germans as such. ‘They are good citizens, and are reckoned to be excellent farmers. The war counts for nothing in the relationships with them, and there is no question of an eventual boycott of German goods.’2 Many Germans had ‘lived among the Boers so long that they were happy to converse in the Afrikaner-Dutch Taal (a word which just means language). This Taal is ideally suited to the slow, comfort-loving, not to say lazy mentality of the Boers. It does not have a settled written style, and only the most basic grammar. Many expressions have been borrowed from the English, and some also from the blacks and the Portugese.’3
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