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To those who were less fortunate than myself;
who were born in time to serve on the Western Front.
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INTRODUCTION

THE WESTERN FRONT, 1914-19'18, was a unique pheno
menon. It was also,for the nations whose armieswere devoured
by it, a shocking phenomenon. This shock was produced by
the great losses which the armies sustained, both cumulatively
and incident by incident, apparently for little purpose. A
great sense of waste was thus engendered, and this was almost
wholly due to the exceptional quality of the Western Front
itself: its grotesquely static nature.

The losses themselves were not exceptional. They were
probably exceeded, even at the time, by those on the less
publicized Eastern Front, where Russia alone is said to have
lost two million men in 1915, and a million more in 1916,
and where the Habsburg Empire met its doom. During the
Second World War the Eastern Front witnessed even more
dreadful scenes and greater bloodbaths; the Soviet Union
revealed, in its post-war census returns, a loss of twenty million
people between 1941 and 1945, 10 per cent ofher total popula
tion. These considerations, of course, were beyond the know
ledge of the 1914-1918 generation; laymen and politicians
understandably quailed at what seemed to be an unexampled
evil. The scale of events was, indeed, unexampled; their
character was not. Those who had studied military history
(an unfashionable pursuit) could point to many occasionswhen
a similar balance of force had produced similar dire results.
They could add that the growing human and material
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INTRODUCTION

resources of modern states had already visibly multiplied the
cost of war, and might be expected to go on doing so.

It was,' above all, the entry of the masses into war that pro
duced the most fearsome slaughters; this was a process which
began in Europe with the French Revolution. During the
Napoleonic period, all the important European nations except
England became familiar with the sanguinary and destructive
tendency of the new warfare. One of the essays in this book
will point out the folly of supposing that Napoleon possessed
some 'answer' to this problem; on the contrary, he was one of
its principal originators. His last battle, Waterloo, illustrates
the case: according to the latest researches, the cost ofWaterloo
was 10,813 dead and 36,195 wounded.l a total of just under
47,000 out ofsome 150,000 engaged. This is roughly the same
proportion of 30 per cent of the overall British losses on that
fatal and notorious day, July rst, 1916, of the First Battle of
the Somme, when the British Army lost 57,000 men.

Overall percentages, of course, conceal terrible individual
statistics: on the Somme, on July rst, the rst Newfoundland
Regiment lost 710 officers and men, and was 'literally annihi
lated'2; in the same division, the znd Royal Fusiliers had 561
casualties, the roth Middlesex 549, the rst K.O.S ..B. 552, the
rst Inniskilling Fusiliers 568, and the rsr Border Regiment 575,
all these constituting percentages of well over 60. The 16th
Royal Scots (34th Division) had the melancholy distinction of
333 dead out of 466 who fell-a most unusual and dreadful
proportion.

Waterloo tells a similar tale. There, it ·was the defeated
French who contributed most to the carnage; but there were
grim losses among some of the British regiments. The rst
Dragoon Guards lost 246 out of 571; the 6th Dragoons, 217
out of445; the jrd Battalion rst Foot Guards, 342 out of 860;
the joth Foot, 228 out of 635; the 73rd Foot, 280 out of 498;
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INTRODUCTION

the rst Battalion 95th Rifles, 156 out of 418, and the znd
Battalion of that regiment, 246 out of 655. The British total
of 7,000 out of 24,000 engaged once again approaches closely
the 30 per cent which seems to be the minimum that evenly
balanced modern battle exacts.

If, after Waterloo, there was time for the Western European
nations to forget this lessonit was duly repeated in the Crimea.
But the most salutary warning came from America, where an
industrial society, making full use of the most up-to-date
power-source-steam-revealed what follows the mobiliza
tion of nations so 'equipped. The American Civil War (1861
1865) ended with a million dead; within that figure were
contained battles of extraordinary bloodiness: '... 115 regi
ments-63 Union and 52 Confederate-sustained losses of
more than 50 per cent in a single engagement. At Antietam
82-3 per cent of the officers and men of the First Texas Regi
ment were killed or wounded, At Gettysburg the First Minne
sota Regiment lost 82 per cent•...'3

Yet, alarming though these figures were, they did not
express the full danger that lay ahead. That was revealed in a
time comparison; for at Waterloo, nine hours contained the
whole butchery, and three days' fighting sufficed to overthrow
Napoleon; the North took four years to defeat the outwardly
much weaker and less industrialized South. Evidently, a
balance of force had somehow been struck, and the effect of
such a balance was to be seen in the grim casualty lists of the
war. In 1914 a similar balance was arrived at, and the results
were the same; only now it was not one nation divided against
itself that fought, but the whole co~course of 'civilized'
powers.

Casualties-even very great casualties-can be made bearable
if they are accompanied by striking achievements, best of all if
they lead to swift and decisive results. On the Western Front,
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INTRODUCTION

between 1914 and 1918, nothing of that kind seemed to be
happening. Instead, at a human cost which mounted steadily

as the armies grew to their unprecedented hugeness, only the
most seemingly insignificant gains of ground were made, and
decisive results constantly failed to reward even the most
ferocious struggles.

The Second Battle ofChampagne, the culminating offensive

by which the French hoped to expel the Germans from their

soil in 1915, produced 145,000 French casualties-and a gain

that was nowhere deeper than 3,000 yards. l'he Battle of
Verdun swayed to and fro for nearly ten months of 1916,

costing the French and Germans between them about three

quarters of a million casualties, and at the end of it the front

was almost exactly where it had been when the whole thing

started. The Battle of the Somme, in the same year, cost the
British Army 415,000 casualties in four and a half months, and
when it closed under the onset of a pitiless winter ground
objectives laid down for the first day were still unattained. In
1917 the Third Battle ofYpres (Passchendaele) cost the British
about a quarter ofa million men in three and a halfmonths, and
their furthest advance was some seven miles. Not until 1918

was any appreciable movement felt on the Western Front.

By contrast, on the Russian front, forward and backward

movements of up to 300 miles were common; coloured pins

leapt about 011 the maps of armchair strategists. It escaped

notice that sensational maneeuvres, whether in the West or in

the East, tended to be fruitless. What counted, in both areas,

was the battle. Movement was its reward-or penalty. And it
was in the West that the ultimate rewards and penalties were
seen.

While they were being awaited, however, the grimness of
the style of war, the. brutality of the 'slogging match', the
squalor and weariness of 'trench warfare', had a searing effect
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INTRODUCTION

upon the human spirit,This was true ofall armies and peoples,
but more particularly so of the Allies. The Germans, after all,
were fighting on conquered soil; the French, on the other
hand, found themselves gripped by the horrible necessity of
destroying their own land and its resources.. A large part of
their country was in enemy hands; another large part formed
the 'zone of the armies', a state within a state, a place to which
men went in thousands, and never came back, or returned
hideously mutilated in body or mind.

The British, too, just across the Channel, had the frightening
sense of their manhood being sucked into this all-too-familiar
vortex. Soldiers manned the same trenches for months
sometimes years-on end; took their spells out of the line, and
returned to the same dug-outs, the same saps, the same corp~es,

the same smells and dirt; they went on leave to England
(which seemed like another planet where no one spoke their
language) and came back again to the old billet, the old mud,
the old shelling and the old comrades, with a few more faces
missing since they went away. There was an inexpressible
tedium and frustration about it all, between the terrors of the
great battles, partly conveyed in the constant repetition of
intrinsically uninteresting place-names-dreary Etaples, the
B.E.F.'s base camp; Poperinghe, the last 'staging-point' on the
way to shattered Ypres; Armentieres, famous in song; Bethune,
facing the unappetizing, waterlogged, industrial lowlands ofLa
Bassee; Laos and Lens; Albert on the Somme, with its legend
ary 'hanging virgin' looking down with compassion on the
endless parade below.

Allthiswouldhave been unendurable but for the inexhaustible
patience and cheerfulness of the troops. Even at the time these
qualities largely cut them off from communication with their
relatives at home, whose views and sentiments, fed upon mis
leading communiques and absurd Press propaganda, swung
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INTRODUCTION

from wild optimism to gloomy disillusionment as the years
went by. Lord Douglas ofKirtleside, who went out to France
in November 1914 withthe Royal Horse Artillery, has written:
'There was no such thing aspublic relations becauseofficialdom
thought it best that the public should remain in stupefied
ignorance." As time passed, the dangers of this policy-if
policy it was-became acute. 'England was beastly' in 19-18',
wrote one officer. 'It was in the hands of the dismal and in
competent. Pessimism raged among those who knew nothing
of the war•..• Only in the trenches (on both sides of No
Man's Land) were chivalry and sweet reasonableness to be
found.'5 The same man also wrote:

CA legend has grown up, propagated not by soldiers but
by journalists, that these men who went gaily to fight in
the mood of Rupert Brooke and Julian Grenfell, lost their
faith amid the horrors of the trenches and returned in a
mood ofanger and despair. To calculate the effect ofmental
and bodily suffering, not on a man but on a whole generation
of men, may seem an impossible task, but at least it can be
affmned that the legend ofdisenchantment is false.'

Those words appeared in 1929, the period of the Slump and
the great Depression. In 1933 another regimental officerwrote:
'•.• this post-war propaganda, piling corpse on corpse, heaping
horror on futility, seems bound to fail from e'very point of
view. In its distortion, the soldier looks in vain for the scenes
he knew.'s Already, when these views appeared, they were
challenging; today they seem almost unbelievable. It is almost
impossible to recapture the frame ofmind ofthe generation of
fifty years ago. 'The modern intellectual is inclined to look
with impatience upon the ardour with which they went to
war. Looking back, the intensity-and I dare add the purity-
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INTRODUCTION

of that spirit still moves me deeply', writes Captain Cyril
Falls. To the extent that one can recapture this feeling it
becomes unutterably poignant. It is a phenomenon requiring
the utmost effort of comprehension; it deserves more than
dismissal with the cruel verdict, 'futile waste'.

These essays, written over a period of yean, mark stages in
my own attempt to understand what was happening on the
Western Front, where our fathers and grandfathers spent their
lives so freely. In editing them for publication I have altered
very little. Here and there I have tried to clarify a badly
expressed thought; where I have noticed factual inaccuracies
I have corrected them. But I have left the arguments intact, as
they first appeared in print, preferring to explain my altered
viewpoint in a note at the end of the essay.

It may seem odd to begin at the end, withthe Annistice of
1918; but it is not strange really. On the contrary, it is ap
propriate to start by counting the cost ofan experience which
has left its mark on all the later years.

NOTES

I. Article, 'Le Chamier de Waterloo' by Leo Fleischman. in L'bistoirt
Pour Tous, June 1961.

2. Official History.
3. Bell Irvin Wiley: They Who Fought Here. New York: Macmillan

1959·
4. Years of Combat. London: Collins, 1963.
s. Charles Edmonds: A Subaltern's W4t. London: PeterDavies, 1929.
6. Sidney Rogerson: Twelve Days. London: ArthurBarker, 1933.
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ARMISTICE
1918

WHEN the guns ceased firing at II a.m, on November rrth,
1918, and the war ended at last, the land forces of the British
Empire numbered over four and three-quarter million com
batant troops. Of this total, more than three and a halfmillion
were from the United Kingdom. The size ofthese figures con
stitutes the most significant fact about the First World War
from the British point ofview. The rejoicing and happiness of
Armistice Day, asofV.E. Day and V.J. Day twenty-seven years
later, were spontaneous and natural. But both in 1918 and in
1945 they were compounded mainly of relief at the ending of
dreadful ordeal, and pride at the fortitude with which it had
been borne. For Britain, on each occasion, the victory lay in
what had been averted, not in what had been achieved. Each
struggle contributed a stage in the contraction ofBritishpower,
in the diminution of Britain's status in the world. The origin
of that transformation lies in the manner in which she fought
the First World War.

The year 1918 witnessed the nadir and the zenith of the
British Army's effort. When it opened there were approxi
mately two million British troops in France and Flanders, of
whom half were combatants. The infantry were organized in
fifty-seven divisions, forty-seven of them fronl the United
Kingdom. In March the Germans began the seriesofoffensives
by which they hoped to win swift victory: the British Army
was their principal target. They succeeded in driving back and
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ARMISTICB 1918

largely destroying the Fifth Army in Picardy, but they failed
to break the Allied front. When this attack stopped on April
5th the British had suffered 163,943 casualties. On April 9th
the Germans launched a new attack on the Ypres-Armentieres
front, where an advance to only half the distance covered in
Picardy would have brought them to the Channel. Two days
later Field-Marshal Sir Douglas Haig issued the famous Order
ofthe Day which ended with these words.

'There must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall
and believing in the justice ofour cause each one must fight
on to the end. The safety of our homes and the freedom of
mankind alike depend upon the conduct ofeach one of us at
this critical moment.'

The German attack was held; but by April zrst, when the
purely defensive fighting on the British front ended, casualties
had risen to almost 250,000, as many as those at Passchendaele,
almost all of them infantry. The British Army appeared to be
at its last gasp. Yet within a matter of weeks it had embarked
upon one ofits greatest victories.

Despite the weakness of his Army, and the paucity of the
reinforcements he received, Haig was quick to grasp a possi
bility of victory after the failure of the two huge German
blows. As early as January 7th, 1918, the Intelligence Branch
ofG.H.Q. had stated that 'The German accession of morale is
not of a permanent character and is not likely to stand the
strain of an unsuccessful attack with consequent losses. . . . If
Germany attacks and fails she will be ruined.' It was on this
conclusion, contrary to the prevailing pessimism of the period,
that Haigbased his ideas. New and massive German onslaughts

were still to be delivered against the French in May, June and
July. These again achieved spectacular successes, but failed in
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their main object. And, already at Villers Bretonneux, on
April 25th, British troops had counter-attacked on a local
scale. On May 17th Haig had instructed plans to be drawn up
for a large offensive in the Amiens area. The prelude of this
was the Battle ofLe Hamel on July4th; and the great attack
itself was delivered by the British Fourth Army on August
8th, the 'black day' of the GermanArmy. From then until the
Armistice on November rrth the British Army advanced
continuously, breaking the Hindenburg Line, and driving the
enemy back to the areaof the first battlefields of 1914. In four
months of ceaseless attack it captured 188,700 prisoners and
2,840 guns; the French, Americans and Belgians in the same
period captured between them 196,SOO prisoners and 3,775
guns. The British achievement was superb, but the cost of it
went far beyond the 350,000 casualties sustained in this grand
victorious offensive.

These are the bald facts. Like most of the statistics of the
First World War they have a stupefying quality. It is impos
sible to visualize 350,000 casualties. It is only by an intense
effort that one can visualize the arena and the conditions in
which they were sustained. There was no precedent for losses
on this scale. The last decisive victory won by the BritishArmy
on the Continent of Europe had been Waterloo, where the

British contingent numbered 23,991. The largest previous
effort of the Army had been in South Africa, where in the

first eleven months, the period that covered the: whole of the
'regular' warfare, its losses in battle were 39,78s-two-thirds

ofthose suffered on the first dar of the Battle of the Somme
in 1916. The Second World War did not reproduce-for
Britain-the holocausts of the First: for the whole war, 1939
1945, the Army's losses were less than in the fighting of 1918•

Thus the First World War was a unique and revolutionary
experience in British history; a nation used to enjoying all
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ARMISTICE 1918

the advantages of Imperialism and Great-Power Status at a
low cost, through the exercise ofnaval supremacy,discovered
with a shock the price that hadto be paid when that supremacy
was no longer effective. For, in a sentence, the finalmeaning of
all thesedaunting figures, all the huge numbers ofmen engaged
and lost in battle, and the very small numbers of the miles and
yards gained, was this: Britishnaval supremacyhad ended, and
Britain had become a land power, one among many, not by
anymeansthe strongest.

In 1914 Britain was still the supremenaval power, with only
a tiny standing Army. Her value in an alliance, her 'great
deterrent', lay in her mighty Fleet, which had not been chal
lenged since Trafalgar. As late asthe close of the century she
had been able to disregard the almost unanimous opprobrium
of Europe over the South African War, andvirtually denude
herself of troops to wage that distant campaign, behind the
shield of the Navy. It was the German Kaiser's fleet-building,
more than anything else, that drew her into the Entente with
France and into the morasses of continental politics. The
building ofthe German Fleetwas a gesture that could point in
only one direction, andto which the modern developmentsof
naval construction lent an unexpected probability of success.
For, just asthe comingofsteamhad renderedallexistingnavies
obsolete, so the launching of H.M.S. Dreadnought in 1906 put
all major ship-building nations on an equal footing as regards
battleships.And battleships were still the core of the Navy.

It wasin May 1912 that the implicationsofthesetwo factors
began to be acutely felt, and when the first symptom of
weakening was seen in Britain's most valued weapon. In
order to meet the German threat in the North Sea the Admir
alty withdrew battleships from the Mediterranean; the effect
was that Britain no longer commanded the Imperial lifeline
between Gibraltar and the Suez Canal. Informed opinion was
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deeply disturbed; at the War Office, Henry Wilson, Director
ofMilitary Operations, wrote in his diary:

'We have ... 25 Dreadnoughts in the North Sea. The
Germans likewise 25. Our 8 from the Mediterranean will
make 33•••• The net result is that we can justhold our own
in the North Sea, and the Mediterranean is gone. This-is a
most parlous condition ofaffairs.'

Parlous as it was, there was an even graver defect in the
Royal Navy at that time.

Although-indeed, perhaps because-it had enjoyed an
unchallenged supremacy for over a century, the Royal Navy
had produced no theoretician with a doctrine of war that
would serve as a common ground for all its officers, and as an
accepted point of departure for statesmen and soldiers. It was
left to the American Admiral Mahan to study and analyse
the campaigns of Nelson and the influence of sea-power on
history. Britain produced no naval Clausewitz, nor even a
Hamley, to concentrate her unique store of tactical and
strategic experience into principles that would command the
attention to which the Navy was entitled.

The reason for this is not far to seek: authoritative doctrines
of war emerge from a consensus of professional opinion.
Such a consensus is embodied in a General Staff: and there was
no naval General Staff until 1912. The Navy, in fact, until
then resembled the Army before the Cardwell Reforms: just
as the Army had consisted of a collection of generals and
regiments, the Navy consisted of a collection of admirals and
ships. The corporate central brain was lacking. The seriousness
of this situation became apparent during the Agadir crisis in
1911; and Lord Haldane, then Secretary for Wart tells how, at
a meeting of the Defence Committee presided over by the
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Prime Minister to discuss mobilization arrangements, an
astounding discrepancy emerged between the plans of the
War Office and the Admiralty. The First Sea Lord, Sir Arthur
Wilson, stated the Navy's intentions:

'They wanted to take detachments of the Expeditionary
Force and to land them seriatim at points on the Baltic Coast,
on the northern shores of Prussia. We of the War Office
at once said that such a plan was from a military point ofview
hopeless, because the railway system which the great
General Staff of Germany had evolved was such that any
division we landed, even, if the Admiralty could have got
it to a point suitable for debarkation, would be promptly
surrounded by five to ten times the number of enemy
troops. Sir John Fisher appeared to have derived the idea
from the analogy of the Seven Years' War, more than 150

years previously, and Sir Arthur Wilson, his successor, had
apparently adopted it. The First Lord backed him up. I
said at once that the mode of employing troops and their
numbers and places of operation were questions for the
War Office General Staff and that we had worked them out
with the French. The results had been periodically approved
in the Committee of Defence itself. Sir William Nicholson
(then C.I.G.S.) asked Sir Arthur whether they had at the
Admiralty a map of the German strategic railways. Sir
Arthur replied that it was not their business to have such
maps. "I begyour pardon," said Sir William, "ifyou meddle
with military problems you are bound not only to have
them, but to have studied them." The discussion became
sharp •••'

Very shortly after this incident Mr. Winston Churchill was
appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, with the task, bluntly,
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ofdragging naval thinking and organization into the twentieth
century. A naval staff was created, and certain valuable new
doctrines were evolved and implemented-in particular the
doctrine of remote blockade, with the necessity of hastening
the building ofnew bases in the Orkneys and on the Eastcoast.
The great baseat ScapaFlow was only just sufficientlyprepared
to receive the Fleet when war broke out. Indeed, Churchill
and his assistants, called too late to their work, were caught in
a trap that was shortly to engulf the Army too. The sheer
magnitude oftheir material task, the urgent need to build new
ships and bases and train the men for them, drew off energy
from the intellectual effort that needed also to be made. But
in any case there was simply not enough time to evolve
balanced doctrines; it requires decades,not months, to produce
a valid theory ofwar.

This, then, was the true state of naval affairs in an Empire
that depended on its naval supremacy. What of the Army?
Here the picture was significantly different. The A.rmyhad had
all its weaknesses-and they were many-exposed in South
Africa.Succeedinggovernments and their supporterswere clear
that reform was needed. When the Liberals came to power in
1905 the process received a new impetus. This was the more
extraordinary since the Liberal Party was thoroughly per
meated with pacifism, and entertained the deepest distrust of
militarism in all its forms. A significant snippet ofconversation
was recorded as Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman carried out
the formation of his Government; it went as follows: 'I said,
"What about the War Office?" "Nobody," answered Camp
bell-Bannerman, "will touch it with a pole." "Then give it to
me •.•".' The speaker had his wish; he was Mr. Haldane, and
by the end of his remarkable tenure of office three major
reforms in the Army had been brought to completion: a
General Staff was firmly lodged in control; the Expeditionary
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