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British troops, probably of the 8th Brigade, II Corps, resting on their way to Mons. Note the cobbled paved road surface which caused a good deal of discomfort to many soldiers. (Mons Museum)


ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

‘We’re off to fight the bloody Belgians!’ an enthusiastic British soldier informed an astonished listener in the first, exciting days of August 1914. The European war, so long predicted, so long feared, had come at last, sparked by a handful of shots fired by a consumptive Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo.

The Entente Cordiale between Britain and France was little more than an understanding of mutual support should war come. The British had, though, given an assurance that the Royal Navy would not allow a foreign fleet into the English Channel and there was a further unspoken assumption that a British Expeditionary Force would help repel an invader from French soil.

Henry Wilson, who became Director of Military Operations in 1910, was an obsessive Francophile. Entirely on his own initiative, he promised the French that a British Expeditionary Force of six infantry divisions and one cavalry division would be sent to France. Under Wilson’s guidance, mobilisation plans were produced with a single aim – to get the BEF ácross the Channel quickly enough to join a French offensive planned to start 15 days after mobilisation. The French courteously dubbed Wilson’s scheme ‘Plan W’.
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12 August 1914 – The 1st Battalion Grenadier Guards march out from Chelsea Barracks. (Private Collection)

On the afternoon of 5 August 1914, Herbert Asquith, the British Prime Minister, presided over a hastily arranged Council of War and discovered that Plan W was the only one available and capable of implementation. One change was made: two divisions – the 4th and the 6th – were kept back against the threat of a German invasion of Britain.

A British Expeditionary Force of four infantry divisions and one cavalry division supported by an extra cavalry brigade would go to war. It would be commanded by Sir John French; the four infantry divisions would form I Corps, commanded by Sir Douglas Haig, and II Corps would be under Sir James Grierson. Major-General Allenby had command of the Cavalry Division.
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German Guard Infantry in Berlin entraining for the front, August 1914. (Private Collection)

A few days later, Sir John French received his instructions from Lord Kitchener, the War Minister, and one of the few men who anticipated a long struggle. Kitchener had little faith in Sir John French’s abilities and distrusted Henry Wilson. His words reflected this concern. Sir John French was ‘to support and co-operate with the French Army. . . in preventing or repelling the invasion by Germany of French and Belgian territory and eventually to restore the neutrality of Belgium’. The instructions continued: ‘It must be recognised from the outset that the numerical strength of the British Force. . . is strictly limited. . . the greatest care must be exercised towards a minimum of losses and wastage. Therefore, while every effort must be made to coincide most sympathetically with the plans and wishes of our Ally, the gravest consideration will devolve upon you as to participation in forward movements where large bodies of French troops are not engaged and where your Force may be unduly exposed to attack. In this connection I wish you distinctly to understand that your command is an entirely independent one, and that you will in no case come in any sense under the orders of any Allied General.’

They were phrases to make anyone pause. The BEF was to help throw back one million Germans and restore Belgian independence, but to avoid heavy losses while doing so. It was to be part of French plans, yet remain independent despite the fact that it was only one-thirtieth the size of the French army, and was operating on French soil and relying on French goodwill for railways and rolling stock, accommodation, communication and supply lines, and myriad other requirements. It was hardly a promising start.
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The German Model 96 field gun, seen here with a crew from the 4th Bavarian Royal Field Artillery Regiment, created severe problems for the BEF in the first months of the war. It was an ominous portent for what proved to be a war in which artillery caused the greatest casualties. (Author’s Collection)


THE OPPOSING COMMANDERS

THE BRITISH COMMANDERS

Field Marshal Sir John French was 62 years old in August 1914 and had an outstanding record of distinguished service, being one of the few senior officers who enhanced his reputation during the South African War.
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Field Marshal Sir John French had resigned from his position as Chief of the Imperial General Staff in 1914 in protest over the Government’s Irish Home Rule Bill. When war was declared, he was offered command of the BEF. Quick-tempered to the point of explosive, French was personally brave and much liked by his men. (Author’s Collection)

French was a cavalryman, and not at heart a staff officer but a fighting soldier, a quality which endeared him to his troops and gained both their respect and affection. He went to France full of confidence, convinced that he could lead the BEF to a part in a swift and decisive victory. French had a hot temper and was quick to take offence; he harboured grudges. Worse, for a commander, he suffered from mercurial changes of mood, plunging from enormous optimism to deep pessimism in a matter of moments.

General Sir Douglas Haig, commanding I Corps, was another highly regarded officer. As a pre-war Director of Military Training, Haig was not only the architect of Field Service Regulations which essentially prepared the British Army for a European war, but he had also been responsible for the organisation and training of the Territorial Army. Naturally shy, Haig was not a fluent speaker and was often tongue-tied in debate, a drawback which was to cause him many problems. He was, nonetheless, a very capable soldier who believed firmly in total attention to detail, and close and constant co-operation between all arms. Haig had the respect and admiration of his officers and earned intense loyalty from those who served closely with him. He was one of the few who believed that a European war would be a long and difficult struggle.
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II Corps was originally under the command of Sir John Grierson; Grierson died suddenly on 17 August 1914 and Kitchener chose Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien to replace him. This was a move directly contrary to the expressed wish of Sir John French. Kitchener distrusted French and French and Smith-Dorrien loathed each other. Smith-Dorrien was, nonetheless, a very considerable soldier and his admirers will always remain convinced that it was his actions which saved the BEF from certain disaster during August 1914.

General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien was sent to command II Corps by Kitchener when Grierson died shortly after the war began. His appointment was against the wishes of Sir John French, as the two officers disliked each other intensely. Smith-Dorrien was more of a regimental soldier than many of his contemporaries, serving for much of his career with the Sherwood Foresters, an unfashionable but hard-fighting infantry regiment. He fought in the Zulu War in 1879 (during which he was recommended for, but did not receive, the Victoria Cross), in the Tirah and Sudan campaigns, and in South Africa. Prone to uncontrollable outbursts of rage, he was a pugnacious soldier with an independent turn of mind.
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Commander of the British I Corps’ General Sir Douglas Haig was GOC Aldershot when the war began. I Corps was, in effect, the Aldershot Garrison and was at a high standard of readiness. Haig, appointed to Aldershot in 1912, had instituted a carefully planned training programme which paid total attention to detail and emphasised the co-operation between all arms. It worked and Haig had the respect and admiration of the professional soldiers under his command. Haig had won high approval for his work in reorganising the training of the Regular Army and that of the Territorials. He was a hard worker and inspired great devotion and loyalty amongst his staff. I Corps was to take only a minor part at Mons and Le Cateau. (Author’s Collection)

THE FRENCH COMMANDERS

General Charles Lanrezac was 62 when he took command of the French Fifth Army. He was the man who would work most closely with the BEF. He was remarkably intelligent and brilliantly logical in his assessments; qualities which counterbalanced his tendency to bad temper, sarcastic comment and swearing. He became a controversial figure. To many French commentators, his decision to to retreat from the advancing Germans in August 1914 was extremely shrewd and saved the only intact army France possessed. Without it the Marne could not have been won. To the British, his withdrawal without warning them was a betrayal of an ally and a betrayal which placed the BEF in acute danger.
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General von Kluck has been described as a typical Prussian general, arrogant and overbearing with a fierce disregard for anything less than outright victory. These were qualities needed by the commander of the German First Army which formed the extreme right wing. It is arguable whether the Schlieffen Plan could have succeeded given the conditions of 1914; von Kluck’s errors in the opening campaign ensured that it would not. His dislike of von Bulow led him to refuse to become involved in capturing the fortress town of Maubeuge even though it lay directly in his line of advance. Von Bulow was forced to detach his own VII Corps to do the job, a move which was to have severe repercussions later. (Private Collection)

THE GERMAN COMMANDERS

Alexander von Kluck, commander of the German First Army, had an overweening belief in his own abilities, and thought, not unjustifiably, his role to be the most important in the execution of the Schlieffen Plan. The First Army was the one which had to march the farthest and needed a ruthless commander dedicated to success. Von Kluck was extremely conscious of the rewards that a successful outcome would bring him personally. Obsessed with his own glory, his judgement was flawed. With a penchant for ignoring orders with which he did not agree, and an abrasive personality, von Kluck was a difficult man to deal with. The German cause was not helped by his detestation of the commander of the neighbouring Second Army.

Karl von Bulow commanded the Second Army. He was not a resolute character, and the worries of high command made him depressed and anxious. He had earned a reputation in pre-war manoeuvres for his cautious tactics and the great importance he attached to units giving each other elaborate mutual support. Unable to get co-operation from von Kluck, he resorted to seeking the support of Supreme Headquarters on any point of difference between them, a procedure which came close to wrecking the advance.
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General von Bulow, commander of the German Second Army, detested von Kluck and the feeling was certainly mutual. For a campaign in which close co-operation between the two armies was essential, this personal dislike was to have disastrous consequences. Von Bulow’s caution and von Kluck’s determination caused great problems once the war had begun. Von Bulow considered the defeat of the BEF to be entirely a matter for von Kluck and he therefore ignored any reports of the British movements as being irrelevant to his own. Von Kluck, in turn, either ignored or disobeyed orders or requests which came from von Bulow. (Author’s Collection)


THE OPPOSING ARMIES

THE BRITISH

The tiny volunteer British Army of 1914 was not generally representative of the country as a whole. In many regiments officers needed a private income as it was almost impossible to live on the pay alone. An officer provided his own uniforms, cases, furniture and servant’s outfit; there were mess contributions, field sports and social events. In the Cameronians, a private income of about £250 per year would suffice; the Guards anticipated that £400 a year was required. Cavalry regiments were even more expensive – a charger was essential, as were two hunters and three polo ponies.

Nearly half of all recruits to the ranks were registered as unskilled labourers on enlistment. Even those claiming a trade when joining were often unemployed. Many came from the slums of the industrial towns, were usually under-nourished and only just met the medical standard – 5ft 3in tall, 33in chest and 112 pounds in weight.

Barrack accommodation ranged from adequate to abysmal. Soldiers had no privacy and often ate in the rooms in which they slept. This was still an improvement on the slums of their home town, for their surroundings were clean, they received regular, if low, wages, adequate meals and were also educated, if necessary, at the Army’s expense.

A spirit of common endeavour had developed from the reforms of the late Victorian age. Officers were encouraged to work closely with the non-commissioned officers and to know their men. NCOs took much responsibility for the daily routine and training, and provided a vital link between the officer and the private soldier. Officers and men had a common bond in loyalty to their regiment.
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French carabiniers in 1914. In their near-Napoleonic uniforms, these cavalrymen were photographed shortly after mobilisation waiting at the Paris Gare du Nord railway station. Armed with the sabre and a carbine which was described as ‘no more than a pop-gun’, the French cavalry had the habit of riding everywhere at the expense of their horses. A British cavalry officer noted with distaste that he could smell a group of French cavalry from a distance of 400 metres because of the saddle sores and the ungroomed state of their mounts. The British cavalry trooper was accustomed to walk as much as he rode and to keep his horse groomed, fed and cared for before himself if need be. (Private Collection)
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British infantrymen on the pre-1914 precursor of the modern assault course. Under the influence of Haldane, Haig and others, British Army training in the early years of the 20th century sought to instill not just physical fitness but a sense of self-reliance into the private soldier. (Author’s Collection)

Training was carefully planned, moving throughout the year from individual and platoon skills during the winter, to company and battalion exercises in the spring, brigade and divisional manoeuvres in the summer and a full army exercise in the autumn. There was particular emphasis on marksmanship and marching.

Shortage of money concentrated training on what was believed to be the immediate reality for the Army – the small colonial conflict, or a short war of movement in Europe. There was little expectation that there would be prolonged trench or siege warfare, and the British Army was neither equipped nor trained to deal with that eventuality.

In May 1914, the Regular Army was about 11,000 men short of its peacetime establishment of 260,000 men. The number of full-time soldiers in Britain, including recruits under training, was 137,000. The remainder were in the overseas garrisons of the British Empire. There were not nearly enough men to supply the number needed for the 48 infantry battalions, 16 cavalry regiments, five batteries of horse artillery, 16 brigades of field artillery, four heavy artillery batteries, eight field companies of engineers and motley collection of support services which the Expeditionary Force required.

The answer to the conundrum was the Reservist. Most men left the army after seven years and then served on the Reserve for a further five. Recalled by letter, telegram and public notices, some 70,000 men poured into regimental depots to bring a woefully under-strength British Army on to a war footing. In some units, more than 60 per cent of the men who were to sail to France were Reservists. One infantry battalion embodied 734 Reservists to bring it up to its war establishment of 992 men. Every unit had its complement of men who had served in South Africa, China, India, Burma and a score of other Imperial stations. Old soldiers they may have been, but their time away from the Army had inevitably softened them. There would later be a price to pay under a blazing sun on the dusty roads of France and Belgium.
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German horse artilleryman, 1914.
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