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The definitive guide to the main theater of WWI—“maps of the battles . . . military strategy . . .

extraordinary anecdotes . . . it’s a triumph” (Daily Mail). Written by the author of the three

previous bestselling Companions on Waterloo, Trafalgar and Gettysburg—now acclaimed as

the definitive work of reference on each battle—The Western Front Companion is not a mere

chronological account of the fighting. Rather, it is an astonishingly comprehensive and forensic

anatomy of how and why the armies fought, of their weapons, equipment and tactics, for over

four long and bloody years on a battlefield that stretched from the Belgian coast to the Swiss

frontier—a distance of 450 miles. Alongside the British Army, full coverage is given to Britain’s

allies—France, Belgium, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, India and the United

States—as well as the Germans. The 350,000 words of text range over everything from the

railways on the front to the medical corps and the chaplains. Like previous Companions, this

book is equally distinguished by its magnificent visual resources—original and intricate maps

and diagrams, over 200 resonant and remarkable archive images from the time (many rarely

seen), and modern color photographs showing how historic battlefields look nowadays, and

paying tribute to the magnificent and poignant cemeteries, monuments and ossuaries that

mark the fallen for today’s battlefield visitor. Every reader, no matter how well informed already

on the history of World War I, will learn something new from this extraordinary and exhaustive

volume. No one interested in the true story and sheer sweep of the Great War on the Western

Front can afford to be without it.
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WarriorBibliographyAuthor’s NoteThe one hundredth anniversary of the start of World War I is

fast approaching. For over four years the centenary of battles large and small will be

remembered with the publication of books, the production of films and television programmes,

and many commemorative military parades and civic events will be held. Thousands will go on

pilgrimages to battlefields far and near to pay their respects at memorials and cemeteries to

fallen relatives.With the exception of Russia, by far the greatest number of the fallen of all

participating nations fell on the Western Front - that blood-soaked strip of ground, mostly only a

few miles wide, that stretched from the mountains and valleys on the Swiss frontier to the flat,

flooded fields of Belgium. It was the Western Front that gave such previously unknown names

as the Marne, Ypres, the Somme, Verdun, Chemin des Dames, Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele,



Arras and Meuse-Argonne a place in the history books of Europe, the Commonwealth and

America. On the Western Front the true horror of modern war was exposed to the world for the

first time as trenches, barbed wire, massed quick-firing artillery, machine guns, aircraft and

tanks combined on the battlefield. The commanders and their armies were ill prepared, and the

long process of learning to fight such complex and bloody battles effectively took almost four

years.This book is written as an introduction to the Great War that will, I hope, explain the

make-up of the armies and how they fought. It is not a chronological account of events on the

Western Front and, like its predecessors the Waterloo, Trafalgar and Gettysburg Companions,

does not have to be read from cover to cover. Of course you can do that, but you can equally

dip into it section by section, although if you are new to the subject then perhaps the

Introduction and Section One: A Western Front Timeline will help in putting the other sections

and the battles discussed into context. The theme and construction of the Companion is

intended to describe and explain how various branches of the armies were commanded,

organized and fought, with examples from some of the major battles. The British Army has

been used as the primary subject, although efforts have been made to include in the limited

space as much as possible of the actions of the armies of Canada, Australia, India, New

Zealand, South Africa, the USA, France, Belgium and Germany.With regard to statistics,

especially those relating to casualties, the source relied on most frequently for British losses

and other data was Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War,

1914-1920. It was compiled by the War Office and published in 1922 and contains almost 900

pages of statistical information. For other nations considerable effort has been made to secure

as accurate figures as possible, but many sources vary or are not readily available, with the

result that they must remain realistic estimates. Nations varied in recording losses and did not

always distinguish between sick and wounded, or between lightly wounded who returned to

duty within a matter of days never having left the front, and those more seriously injured.No

apology is made for the number of maps and diagrams, as this writer is firmly of the opinion

that without good maps and diagrams military history books can be both dull and difficult to

follow. Relevant photographs add considerably to a reader’s interest and understanding, and in

this case, in addition to numerous contemporary photographs, a selection of modern, colour

photographs of parts of some battlefields is included with explanations of what happened

there.Mark Adkin, March 2013AcknowledgementsWith regard to individuals to whom I owe

special thanks, first must come Major J. (Jeff) A. Bennett, a former Royal Artillery officer and

member of the Western Front Association, who kindly agreed to check my draft section on the

Royal Artillery along with my proposed diagrams. His meticulous response consisted of many

pages of detailed comments, explanations and corrections that enabled me better to

understand some of the technical points of gunnery at the time and to ensure the section

reflects accurately how the Royal Artillery functioned in World War I. Any errors that have crept

in despite his help are mine.Steve Smith, a gold-badged battlefield guide, took me on an

extensive tour of the Western Front battlefields in 2009. He was able to take me to all the

places I needed to visit along much of the British and French fronts, and to explain in detail

what happened at the various sites at which I wished to explore and take photographs. There is

little doubt that but for his expert knowledge the Companion would not contain the wealth of

modern photographs of where events occurred. I much appreciate the efforts he made to make

the tour a success.The third individual was Professor Richard Holmes, a former brigadier,

prolific military history author and brilliant lecturer. He most kindly answered all my queries in

writing and in full. In particular his lucid explanation of the infantry/artillery tactics of the

Western Front was of great benefit, and I am most grateful that he spared some of his time for



me. Tragically, Richard Holmes died in 2011.With regard to organizations that offered

considerable support and assistance, I would like to thank the staff at the Records Department

of the Imperial War Museum for their excellent service in making available the host of military

pamphlets and manuals under the SS Series that I consulted. Without sight of these

documents, which were issued during the war and covered so many aspects of the tactics of all

arms, it would have been impossible properly to understand and explain how the fighting was

conducted and why.The other main source of information was the Royal United Services

Institute library. It was there that I was able to consult so many volumes published just after the

war and throughout the 1920s and 1930s that are not readily available elsewhere. The

librarian, John Montgomery, who has now retired, was always extremely helpful in finding the

information, book or journal that I needed. I owe him my sincere thanks.Finally I must, yet

again, extend my grateful thanks to Robert and Brenda Updegraff, the team that has put this

Companion together, produced the maps and diagrams so beautifully from my original scrawl,

and edited the text so thoroughly and accurately and made so many helpful suggestions of

improvement.Key to SymbolsThe symbols shown here are those used most commonly on

maps and diagrams throughout the book.All others have their meaning given in the keys to the

individual maps.National formations, units and positions are shown in the colours used below

throughout.Unit sizes are indicated on top of the unit or sub-unit.Unit types are all shown in the

appropriate national colour – those given here all indicate British units:The unvelling of the

Cenotaph in Whitehall, 11 November 1920.I sought them far and found them,The sure, the

straight, the brave,The hearts I lost my own to,The souls I could not save.They braced their

belts about them,They crossed in ships the sea,They sought and fought six feet of groundAnd

there they died for me.A. E. HousmanArchduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie leaving

the town hall in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914.IntroductionWhy the World Went to WarWhat made

World War I so different from every previous conflict was the impact of the Industrial Revolution

with its accompanying technical, political, commercial and social changes. This war, known as

‘the Great War’ until the advent of World War II, was like no other war in history. It rapidly

became an all-consuming continental conflict that demonstrated the prodigious strength,

resilience and killing power of modern nations. That it developed in this way came as a huge

surprise and profound shock to the main participants, with the United Kingdom in particular

completely unprepared for a long conflict that was to involve armies numbered in their millions.

It would be two years from the outbreak of hostilities in August 1914 before she was able to

recruit, expand, train, equip and adequately supply the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) on

the unprecedented scale that was required.By the end of the war over forty countries plus

numerous colonies belonging to Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, Italy and Portugal had at

some time declared war on behalf of one side or the other (see boxes, pages 29, 39, 51, 58

and 69). However, the principal antagonists at the outset were grouped in two major alliances.

The Entente Powers (hereafter called the Allies) consisted of Britain, France and Russia, and

the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary. Forces from the British dominions of

Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa, as well as India and small colonial

contingents such as the West India Regiment, subsequently contributed to the former. The

Allies were also joined by Italy in 1915 and, in the latter part of 1917 and into 1918 were

massively reinforced by the United States. The Ottoman Empire (Turkey) joined the Central

Powers in 1914, to be followed by Bulgaria in September 1915.However, this book is directly

concerned only with the Western Front, a continuous line of trenches (and later defensive

zones) that was, within a matter of months, to wriggle its way from the Swiss frontier to the

Belgian coast. This was where the war was eventually won. This was the theatre of operations



that would ultimately see 1,554,000 Frenchmen, 1,202,000 British (including dominion and

colonial troops), 1,982,000 Americans, 115,000 Belgians and 35,000 Portuguese deployed on

the Allied side at the Armistice on 11 November 1918. When Germany finally conceded defeat

in Western Europe, she had 2,912,000 of her men in that theatre.From 2 August 1914, when

the Germans marched into Luxembourg, until the end of the war, the fighting on the Western

Front never stopped. There were quiet periods and quieter parts of the front, but men were

fighting and dying somewhere every hour of every day of the fifty-two months that the war

lasted. From mid-1917, when the French Army was affected by a series of mutinies, the BEF

played the central role. By 1916 the armies of Germany, France and the British Empire

measured success on the battlefields of France and Flanders in advances of a few thousand,

sometimes a few hundred, yards, often gained only after months of virtually continuous

fighting. Casualties in such offensives ran into hundreds of thousands for both sides. This was

not the kind of war anyone, including the politicians and generals who directed it, had expected

or wanted to fight.A Family AffairWorld War I has sometimes been known, with reason, as ‘a

family affair’ due to the fact that many of the European monarchies – several of which

collapsed during the war (for example those of Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary) – were

interrelated.The British monarch George V’s predecessor, Edward VII, was uncle to both the

German Kaiser and, via his wife’s sister, the Russian Tsar Nicholas II. One of his nieces,

Alexandra, was the Tsar’s wife. Another, Edna, was queen of Spain, while yet another, Marie,

became queen of Romania. Edward’s daughter, Maud, meanwhile, was queen of Norway.

When King Edward died in 1910, nine kings attended his funeral.Officially, there were ten other

theatres of operations apart from the Western Front that in combination swallowed up an even

higher number of men. The main ones, with the principal combatants in parenthesis, were: the

Eastern Front (Russians against Germans and Austrians); the Balkan Front (British, French,

Greeks, Italians and Serbs against Germans and Bulgarians); the Italian Front (Italians against

Austrians and Hungarians); the Middle Eastern Front, which included the Dardanelles

(Gallipoli), Palestine, Egypt, and Mesopotamia (Iraq) (British against Turks). Useful though

these fronts were, particularly the Eastern Front, in dissipating the efforts of the Central

Powers, final victory or defeat would occur only in Western Europe, where the Germans soon

occupied all but a fraction of Belgium, the whole of Luxembourg and a large slice of France

from which they had to be ejected.To understand why Europe was engulfed in so devastating a

conflagration so quickly, the complex tangle of national fears, ambitions and rivalries that had

built up in the years prior to war being declared are briefly explained under the headings ‘The

Fuel’, ‘The Spark’ and ‘The Blaze’.MAP 1 EUROPEAN NATIONAL GROUPINGS IN AUGUST

1914Berlin a-Tiptoe for WarW. H. Nevinson was a British war correspondent for the Daily News

in Berlin. He wrote the following account of his arrest on 4 August 1914:For two days I waited

and watched. Up and down the wide road of ‘Unter den Linden’ crowds paced incessantly by

day and night singing the German war songs [such as ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über Allés’]

… So the interminable crowds went past, a-tiptoe for war, because they had never known it.

Sometimes a company of infantry, sometimes a squadron of horse went down the road

westward, wearing the new grey uniforms in place of the familiar ‘Prussian blue’. They passed

to probable death amid cheering, hand shaking, gifts of flowers and of food. Sometimes the

Kaiser in full uniform swept along in his fine motor perpetually sounding [his horn].On the

morning of the fateful 4th, I drove to the Schloss, where the Deputies of the Reichstag were

gathered to hear the Kaiser’s address. Refused permission to enter, I waited outside, and

gathered only rumours of the speech that declared the unity of all Germany and all German

parties, in the face of the common peril. A few hours later, in the Reichstag, Bethmann Hollweg



announced that under the plea of necessity the neutrality of Belgium had almost certainly been

violated. Then I knew that the long-dreaded moment had come.In the afternoon Nevinson

heard that war had been declared and he was turned out of his hotel as a dangerous

foreigner.In front of the hotel entrance I could distinguish shouts for the English correspondents

to be brought out … Two of the armed police seized me at once and dragged me out holding

an enormous revolver at each ear. ‘If you try to run away,’ they kept shouting, ‘we will shoot you

like a dog!’The FuelVirulent nationalism; the upsetting of the balance of power in Europe;

economic rivalry; the rise of German militarism under Kaiser Wilhelm II (particularly the

expansion of the German High Seas Fleet); the instability in the Balkans, where the Turkish

Ottoman Empire was dying; and France’s desire to regain Alsace and Lorraine, lost to

Germany in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 – these were the main ingredients of a highly

flammable mix of suspicions and rivalries in Europe during the early years of the twentieth

century By 1914 they had culminated in two supposedly defensive alliances or understandings’

between the major powers in Europe. These were the Triple Alliance (a formal treaty) between

Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy, and the Triple Entente (‘entente’ here meaning an

understanding rather than a binding agreement) between Britain, France and Russia. Like the

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) of today, they were designed to deter aggression

and obliged (or anticipated) mutual assistance if any country in the agreement was attacked. In

simplified form, the confused and conflicting aspirations of the main belligerents of the war are

summarized below.The Triple AllianceGermany• Under the Kaiser, Germany was determined

to remain the dominant power on the European mainland and to ‘have a place in the sun’, as

the chancellor, Prince Bernhard von Bülow, put it. In 1914 her population was 67 million, she

was a major industrial country and certainly the most modern military power on the continent.

Germany had ambitions to expand her overseas empire for the purposes of trade and securing

sources of raw materials. She already had four colonies in Africa (Togo, Cameroon, German

Southwest Africa and German East Africa), but in comparison with the worldwide empire of

Britain, and to a lesser extent that of France, Germany’s handful of overseas possessions was

insignificant. She had made her expansionist ambitions plain with her attempts to meddle in

French-controlled Morocco in 1905 and again in 1911. During the Second Boer War

(1899-1902) she supported the Boer Republics against Britain. But crucial to her expansion

was the need to increase her navy – the German High Seas Fleet – into a global striking force

that could rival the Royal Navy as the world’s leading naval power. This she set out to

accomplish by an accelerated shipbuilding programme and the widening of the Kiel Canal so

that her new, heavily armoured battleships (the dreadnoughts) could be moved easily from the

Baltic to the North Sea. Both activities alarmed Britain and caused her to start an expansionist

programme to modernize her own fleet.• Germany’s primary strategic fear was that of

‘encirclement’. She was sandwiched between two large and potentially hostile nations - France

in the west and Russia in the east. Add to this Britain with her all-powerful navy and huge

maritime commercial fleet, and the Kaiser’s worries become obvious. It was the realization that

if Germany went to war in Europe it was almost certain to involve fighting on two fronts that led

to the Schlieffen Plan (see page 19) - a war plan specifically designed to deal with this

potentially disastrous situation.Austria-Hungary• The Austro-Hungarian Empire was ruled by

the same dynasty as the old Holy Roman Empire that it had displaced. In 1914 it was presided

over by the eighty-four-year-old Emperor Franz Josef I and embraced a potpourri of ethnic

minorities that included Czechs, Dalmatians, Italians, Croats, Bosnians, Germans, Slovaks,

Magyars (half the population of Hungary), Romanians and Serbs. Of these it was the Serbs

who posed the biggest threat as a landlocked Serbia, independent after 500 years of Turkish



rule, strove to expand and seek access to the sea. Austria-Hungary feared unrest among its 23

million subject Slavs if Serbia was permitted to keep developing its power and prestige.• The

objective of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was to dominate the Balkans – surely one of the

more unstable regions of the world today as it was then – by crushing the regional pan-Serb

movement and, hopefully, Serbia itself, thus securing Austrian control of the route to Salonika

(Macedonia) on the Aegean Sea. Its main fear was Russia, to whom the Balkan Slavs looked

as their champion and protector. Things have not changed much in this part of the world –

Serbia still had Russian backing in the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s. In 1914 Bosnia was ruled

by an oppressive Austria-Hungary and looked to Serbia for support. It was in Sarajevo,

Bosnia’s capital, that the fuse was lit that started the war (see below).Italy• Italy had been allied

to Germany since 1887 and had ambitions to win territory from Austria, expand to Dalmatia

and thus gain control of the Adriatic Sea. However, when war broke out she dithered, and then

declared neutrality on the basis that Germany was the aggressor and the Triple Alliance was a

defensive treaty. Not until May 1915 did Italy come off the fence and declare war on Austria-

Hungary, then three months later on Turkey. But only in August 1916 did she finally decided to

complete the process and declare war on Germany, largely on the basis of assurances by the

Allies of territorial gains in Austria once the war was won.OtherAlthough not signatories of the

original Triple Alliance, both Turkey and Bulgaria joined with Germany – the former at the end

of October 1914 with the excuse that it was primarily to fight Russia to regain lost Ottoman

territory and protect Islam, the latter (Bulgaria was the most powerful of the Balkan states) in

September 1915 on the promise of Serbian Macedonia if the alliance was victorious.The Triple

EntenteFrance• Although the defeat of France by the Germans in the Franco-Prussian War had

occurred over forty years earlier, the loss of the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine and the huge

reparations paid to Germany had not been forgotten. France wanted this territory back, and at

the same time she became increasingly nervous of Germany’s military expansion. This

process had accelerated when Kaiser Wilhelm II succeeded to the imperial throne in 1888. A

Franco-Russian pact was signed in 1893. However, the delicate balance of power in Europe

continued to be threatened by German sabre-rattling, military expansion and interference in

French Morocco in 1905 and again six years later.Britain• Britain was determined to avoid a

continental shift in the balance of power. She was particularly concerned with the shipbuilding

programme by the German navy. The result was an agreement with France that Britain’s fleet

would ‘protect’ the North Sea and English Channel, thus releasing the French fleet for possible

operations in the Mediterranean.• In 1839 Britain, along with France, Prussia, the Austro-

Hungarian Empire and Russia, had signed the Treaty of London, which was designed to

guarantee the neutrality of Belgium. Although the Triple Entente was an ‘understanding’ rather

than a formal treaty, Britain was anxious to prevent German control of the Belgian Channel

ports close to the English coast. In the event, it was the German invasion of neutral Belgium

that decided Britain to declare war and join the French.MAP 2 THE ‘SPARK’ – FRANZ

FERDINAND IS ASSASSINATED, 28 JUNE 1914Notes for Map 2AThe seven-car motorcade

with Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie in the open third car proceeds along Appel Quay

from the station towards the town hall.At about 10:12 a.m. Nedeljko �Æ�' inovic throws bomb,

which bounces off Franz Ferdinand’s car and explodes, injuring occupants of fourth car. Franz

Ferdinand continues to town hall.BFranz Ferdinand decides to visit injured officers in hospital

after town hall visit. The return route is revised to proceed back down Appel Quay; however, the

drivers are not told.The leading car turns into Franz Josef Street (the intended return route).

The drivers are now alerted to the correct route and the archduke’s car tries to reverse. Gavrilo

Princip steps forward from Schiller’s Café and shoots and kills Franz Ferdinand and his



wife.Russia• Russia entered the war in order to dominate the Balkans and in particular to

support Serbia to ensure she was not absorbed by Austria-Hungary.• The Tsar and the

Russian ruling class were fearful of the growing revolutionary movement in Russia and felt a

foreign military victory would distract people from internal strife.The SparkOn 28 June 1914 the

spark was struck that lit the fuse that started World War I. That morning the Archduke Franz

Ferdinand, heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, accompanied by his morganatic

wife, Sophie (see box, page 16), was scheduled to attend a reception in the town hall of the

Bosnian capital, Sarajevo, hosted by the mayor. Until 1878 Turkey had governed Bosnia and

Herzegovina, but then Austria-Hungary had been given the authority to administer them (by the

Treaty of Berlin) after the Turks’ disastrous war with Russia. In 1908 Austria-Hungary annexed

both provinces. This had aroused the fury of many Bosnian Serbs and the anger of Russia.On

that bright, sunny morning, Franz Ferdinand, who had earlier during the visit completed his

inspection of nearby Austrian troop manoeuvres, was dressed in the military finery of a general

of hussars, complete with cap crowned with green peacock feathers, blue serge tunic, black

trousers, boots and sword. He arrived by train at Sarajevo station, with his wife dressed in

white, to be met by the governor, General Oskar Potiorek, and a motorcade of seven cars for

the drive to the town hall. The public knew the route they were to take along the Appel Quay

beside the river and the curious had come out to watch.By ten o’clock that morning the Appel

Quay was, as it was later called, ‘an avenue of assassins’. Spread out in a somewhat

haphazard manner, and mingling with the crowds, were seven members of fanatically

nationalist Serbian groups, including a secret society called the Black Hand. They were armed

with either pistols or hand bombs, or both, supplied by the Serbian military. Some, more

committed and fanatical than others, had cyanide capsules to take after the assassination. The

planning, however, seems to have been particularly poor, as none of the plotters appeared to

know what the others were doing, where they would be, who was to shoot or throw their bombs

or what was to happen if the attack succeeded or if it failed. Individuals appear to have been

left to act as just that – individuals.The archduke was travelling in the third car. He, with his wife

on his right, was sitting at the rear of the open vehicle, the hood of which had been pulled

down behind them. Opposite and facing Franz Ferdinand was General Potiorek. Beside the

driver was Count Franz von Harrach. The target was obvious and exposed, although the use of

a bomb was almost certainly going to cause indiscriminate casualties. When the cars

approached Mohamad Mehmedbasic (No. 1 on Map 2), at the start of the gauntlet, he had

second thoughts and allowed them to pass. As the third car came level with Nedeljko

Cabrinovic he primed his bomb (a rectangular-shaped flask with a neck) by smashing the top

against a lamppost and immediately hurled it at the car. That was his mistake. There would be

twelve seconds between striking the primer and the explosion – a long time in those

circumstances. In addition, it was not a good throw. The driver accelerated, having seen an

object thrown, and the bomb bounced off the hood at the back of the car and rolled into the

road. Nedeljko promptly swallowed his poison and jumped down into the shallow waters of the

river, where he was soon arrested (and survived – the cyanide proving a far from fatal dose).

Meanwhile the bomb exploded in front of the following car, injuring two officers in it and a

number of people nearby. The archduke’s car kept moving until told to stop. Franz Ferdinand

then sent Count Harrach back to check on any injuries. This was a splendid opportunity for one

of the other would-be assassins to come forward and make a better attempt, but none did. The

injured officers were driven to the hospital while the remaining cars continued to the town

hall.At the reception the mayor began his welcoming speech with the words, ‘Your Imperial and

Royal Highness, Your Highness. Our hearts are full of happiness on the occasion of your most



gracious visit with which your Highnesses have deigned to honour the capital of our land …’,

upon which Franz Ferdinand burst out, ‘Herr Bürgermeister, what is the good of your

speeches? I come to Sarajevo on a friendly visit and someone throws a bomb at me. This is

outrageous.’ After some confusion, the archduke calmed down a little and announced, ‘Now

you can get on with your speech.’Gavrilo Princip is arrested after shooting Franz

Ferdinand.Countess Sophie Chotek – a Morganatic WifeIn 1895 Franz Ferdinand met

Countess Sophie Chotek at a ball in Prague and fell in love. To be an eligible marriage partner

for a member of the House of Hapsburg, one had to be a member of one of the reigning, or

former reigning, dynasties of Europe, which, unfortunately, Sophie was not. However, the

relationship flourished secretly for over two years. When it became public knowledge (a

photograph of Sophie was discovered in Franz Ferdinand’s watch), Sophie was dismissed from

her position as a lady-in-waiting. But, deeply in love, Franz Ferdinand refused to consider

marrying anyone else.Finally, in 1899 the Emperor Franz Josef agreed to the marriage

provided it would be morganatic – that is, their descendants would not have any rights of

succession to the throne. Sophie would not share her husband’s rank, title, precedence or

privileges. This meant she could not normally appear in public beside him, nor could she sit in

the royal box or ride in the royal carriage. Their marriage on 1 July 1900 was a very low-key

affair – not even Franz Josef attended. It was nine years before Sophie was ‘promoted’ in the

hierarchy when she was given the tide of Duchess of Hohenberg. Nevertheless, at a function

attended by royalty she still had to stand far down the line of importance, separated from her

husband.Ironically, when travelling together outside Austria-Hungary Sophie could remain at

her husband’s side on all occasions. It was this that resulted in her murder in Sarajevo.After the

reception Franz Ferdinand determined on visiting the injured officers in hospital and his wife

insisted on accompanying him, despite efforts to persuade her otherwise. In the circumstances

it was deemed prudent not to take the narrow streets to the hospital by turning right off the

Appel Quay into Franz Josef Street, but to continue on down the much wider Appel Quay. It

was then that a disastrous blunder occurred – nobody told the drivers.In the leading car this

time was the mayor, followed by the car containing the archduke, his wife and General

Potiorek, with Count Harrach standing on the running board next to Franz Ferdinand. As the

motorcade came back down the Appel Quay the mayor’s car slowed and turned right into Franz

Josef Street and, a few yards behind, the archduke’s vehicle followed. Realizing the error,

Potiorek shouted for the driver to stop, which he did; he then began to reverse back into the

Appel Quay. By pure chance, one of the more determined assassins, Gavrilo Princip,

happened to be standing outside Moritz Schiller’s café at the road junction. Fate had presented

him with a near perfect target. He stepped forward, drew his pistol and fired twice before being

seized and set upon by bystanders. What happened is best described in the words of Count

Harrach:As the car quickly reversed, a thin stream of blood spurted from His Highness’s mouth

on to my right cheek. As I was pulling out my handkerchief to wipe the blood away from his

mouth, the Duchess cried out to him, ‘For God’s sake! What has happened to you?’ At that she

slid off the seat and lay on the floor of the car, with her face between his knees. I had no idea

that she too was hit and thought she had simply fainted with fright. Then I heard His Imperial

Highness say, ‘Sophie, Sophie don’t die. Stay alive for the children!’ At that, I seized the

archduke by the collar of his uniform, to stop his head dropping forward and asked him if he

was in great pain. He answered me quite distinctly, ‘It’s nothing!’ His face began to twist

somewhat but he went on repeating, six or seven times, ever more faintly as he gradually lost

consciousness, ‘It’s nothing!’ Then came a brief pause followed by a convulsive rattle in his

throat, caused by a loss of blood. This ceased on arrival at the governor’s [Potiorek’s]



residence.Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been shot through the neck, his wife in the abdomen.

Both died within a few minutes of the attack. The spark had been struck, the fuse lit.The

BlazeAfter the bomb and bullets in Sarajevo at the end of June there was no actual clash of

arms for over a month. However, by mid-August nation after nation across Europe had

declared war in order to fulfil their alliance or entente obligations and the guns were firing for

real. They would not fire their last shots for more than four years. The principal events of these

calamitous weeks were:28 June• Serb fanatics assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir

to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Austria-Hungary quickly demanded investigations and

punishment of the culprits in deliberately insulting terms that Serbia would, she hoped, reject,

giving Austria-Hungary reason to march. The Serbs appealed to the Tsar, who responded that

Russia would protect Serbian territory. Austria-Hungary asked for German support.5 July•

Germany assured Austria-Hungary of ‘faithful support’ in the event of any Russian

aggression.23 July• Austria-Hungary demanded that Serbia crack down on dissident Austrian

Serbs who were seeking independence and allow Austrian officials into Serbia to take charge

of the investigations into the archduke’s assassination – hardly onerous demands, to which

Serbia’s response was placatory. Austria-Hungary, however, was determined to go to war with

Serbia and three days later rejected the Serbian reply.24 July• Britain urged Germany to

mediate with Austria-Hungary.25 July• Austria-Hungary mobilized on the Serbian front.28 July•

Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.• Russia mobilized her forces on her border with the

Austro-Hungarian Empire, to the consternation of Germany.29 July• Austria-Hungary sent a

warship up the Danube to bombard the Serbian capital, Belgrade.31 July• Austria-Hungary and

Russia ordered full mobilization. The Kaiser sent Russia an ultimatum to demobilize within

twelve hours – a demand that was ignored. The Kaiser began to panic, because if Germany

declared war on Russia, France would be sure to attack Germany and thus she would be

committed to fighting on two fronts simultaneously – something he had always sought to

avoid.1 August• Germany ordered full mobilization.• A telegram from the German ambassador

in London seemed to indicate that Britain might mediate on the Balkan dispute and thus keep

France out of any war. This caused the Kaiser to restrain his chief of the General Staff (de facto

commander-in-chief of the German Army) from immediately implementing the German war

plans for attacking France (the amended Schlieffen Plan; see page 20) while clarification was

sought.• The clarification arrived at 11:00 p.m. Britain would prevent France going to war if

Germany undertook not to go to war with either Russia or France while negotiations took place

to solve the Austrian-Serbian dispute. This was unacceptable and Germany declared war on

Russia.• Belgium mobilized.• France ordered mobilization and the recall of reservists.• Britain

remained uncommitted but sent telegrams to France and Germany asking for assurances that,

if hostilities broke out, both countries would respect Belgian neutrality (as we have seen,

Britain, France and Germany had all signed the Treaty of London to this effect). France

responded positively, but Germany prevaricated and then claimed it was merely ‘a scrap of

paper’.2 August• Germany invaded Luxembourg and demanded free passage for her troops

through Belgian territory.• Britain assured France that her fleet would deny the German fleet

access to French ports via the English Channel.3 August• Belgium rejected Germany’s

demands for free passage and King Albert I appealed to King George V for help if Germany

invaded. Belgian neutrality was the key factor with Britain. To the mounting alarm of France,

Britain appeared to be dithering over technicalities.• Germany declared war on France.4

August• Germany invaded Belgium (although her border had been violated the day before) and

Britain ordered mobilization, followed by a declaration of war on Germany late that night.• Italy

declared herself neutral, claiming that her commitment to the Triple Alliance was effective only



in a defensive war and that, as Germany was the aggressor, she was not bound to support

her.5 August• Montenegro declared war on Austria-Hungary.6 August• Austria-Hungary

declared war on Russia.7 August• French troops crossed the frontier and advanced into

German Alsace.• Russian cavalry forces raided into East Prussia.10 August• Austria-Hungary

invaded Russian Poland (Galicia).• Leading elements of the BEF left Britain for France.12

August• France declared war on Austria-Hungary.• Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary.13

August• Austria-Hungary invaded Serbia.15 August• French First and Second Armies attacked

into German Lorraine.16 August• By this date leading elements of the BEF had arrived in

France.17 August• Russian forces attacked across the border into East Prussia. Europe was

ablaze.• The bulk of the BEF had arrived in France.18 August• Russian forces invaded Galicia

in the east.• America declared herself neutral.MAP 3 EUROPE CATCHES LIGHT, 29 JULY–15

AUGUST 1914The German War PlanIn 1891 a fifty-eight-year-old Prussian aristocrat, Count

Alfred von Schlieffen, was appointed by the Kaiser as chief of the General Staff of the German

Army. He held that position for fifteen years, exercising an extraordinary influence on the

development of the German General Staff and Army as a whole. Schlieffen was an

experienced soldier, having served in the war of 1866 against Austria-Hungary and in that of

1870-71 against France as a staff officer. During those years as chief of the General Staff (de

facto commander of the German Army) he promoted the training of staff officers in the

handling of huge armies, urged on technical advances and threw much of his energy into

equipping the army with heavy but mobile artillery.Count Alfred von Schlieffen.However,

Schlieffen is primarily known to history as a war planner. The staff of all armies, including

today’s, are tasked with producing contingency plans to meet a variety of possible emergencies

or operational deployments against potential enemies. Schlieffen’s task was to draw up a war

plan for Germany to win a full-scale continental war that would almost certainly have to be

fought on two fronts simultaneously.The problem• The first decision to be made, on the

assumption that Germany would be fighting France in the west and Russia in the east, was

which to strike first. Germany was in a geographical/strategic ‘interior lines’ situation – she was

located between two enemies, whereas in a war with Germany, France and Russia would be

operating on ‘exterior lines’. If both attacked simultaneously, the danger for Germany was of

being crushed between them. However, as the German railway system was well developed and

extensive, she could switch forces quickly from west to east or vice versa. The advantage of

interior lines is that, with good communications and good staff work, one opponent can be held

at bay with a small force while the main, stronger force concentrates on defeating the other.

Having done so, troops can be released to turn on the other enemy.• When given his

instructions by the Kaiser, Schlieffen reversed a previous decision made in 1879 to attack

Russia first. France must now be overrun first in a quick and decisive manner while the

Russians were watched and delayed by a comparatively small force deployed in East Prussia.

The German war plan was based entirely on this decision. Schlieffen amended and adjusted

his plan several times before handing over a final version to his successor, Colonel General

Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, in 1906. The thinking was that Russia, weakened and

demoralized by her defeat at the hands of the Japanese in 1904-5, would take at least six

weeks to mobilize effectively against East Prussia. This timescale of six weeks was precisely

the time allowed in the plan for German armies to crush France.• The next problem was how to

defeat France decisively in so short a time. A glance at Map 4 shows the difficulties. In the east

the French had protected their border for 200 miles from the Swiss frontier to Verdun with a

string of fortifications along the Moselle and Meuse rivers. These fortifications were centred on

Belfort, Epinal, Toul and Verdun and were well maintained – from 1877 onwards 160 forts, 250



batteries and a rail network capable of moving fifteen army corps to the German border were

built at a cost of around 660 million francs. A small gap was deliberately left between Epinal

and Toul to channel an attacker and expose him to attacks into his flanks. France’s northern

border was neglected, with fortresses such as Maubeuge and Lille poorly maintained, as this

frontier was shared with Belgium, which had her own system of fortresses.• To Schlieffen, an

offensive directly across France’s eastern frontier could never succeed in six weeks. The

defences were too strong and the terrain hugely favoured the defender; in addition, rail

communications were insufficient to support a really large offensive. Thus the massing of

armies along this frontier followed by deep, decisive thrusts into France were considered

impractical and likely to be too costly in men, materials and time. This left the north. An

offensive there would need to be a massive wheel into northern France, ignoring Belgian,

Dutch and Luxembourg neutrality. Such an attack, with overwhelming strength on the right wing

and a static, weaker, defensive left wing, would sweep up the Belgian Army – hopefully before

it could retreat into the fortress of Antwerp – as well as any British force that might be rushed

across the Channel to assist France. With the use of the extensive Belgian railway network,

considerable foraging and much hard marching, such a speedy advance was deemed

possible.The plan• Schlieffen’s plan envisaged a right wing up to seven times the strength of

the left wing. It would march south-west through Holland, Belgium and northern France, as

Schlieffen explained, ‘letting the last grenadier on the right brush the Channel with his sleeve’.

The hinge of this vast manoeuvre was the fortress of Metz. It has been likened to the opening

of a door that would swing round until it slammed into the wall represented by the French forts

on the Franco-German border, with the French armies trapped between. The much weaker left

wing would maintain a defensive posture. Alternatively, if a French offensive to recover Alsace

and Lorraine were mounted (this was thought highly likely), then it would probably improve the

effectiveness of the plan if the German forces opposing the attacks retired gradually.•

Fortresses were to be ignored, bypassed and cut off, to be dealt with by follow-up troops or

starved into surrender after the defeat of the enemy field armies. This was also to be the fate of

Paris. The objective was to outflank and overwhelm the French armies on their left, with the all-

powerful German right wing crossing the Seine below Paris and then wheeling east. Then, in

conjunction with the rest of the armies in the wheel, Germany would force a defeat as the

French were pushed back against their own line of forts. It was to be all over, bar some

mopping up, within six weeks so that large reinforcements could be rushed to the east, where it

was anticipated the Russian threat, contained by ten German divisions, would by then be

serious.The plan is modified• On 1 January 1906 Schlieffen went on to the retired list and was

replaced by Helmuth Johannes von Moltke (usually called ‘the Younger’), nephew of the

famous Count Helmuth Carl von Moltke (‘the Elder’) who had masterminded the German

victory over France in the war of 1870-71. Over the years leading up to 1914 the younger

Moltke was instrumental in modifying his predecessor’s grand plan – for which many historians

have since condemned him. Of the nine new divisions that became available between 1905

and 1914, he allocated eight to the left wing and only one to the right. He also took a more

pragmatic look at the problems of implementation and instituted a number of staff studies,

particularly on the logistical effort needed to support such a vast undertaking.• A major change

was not to breach the neutrality of Holland. Moltke accepted that Belgium must be invaded, but

baulked at having to contend with the Dutch Army as well. Added to the Belgian, French and

possibly British forces, the additional fighting could upset the timetable of the ‘swinging door’.•

However, this decision brought with it fresh problems. It meant that the right wing of the

offensive could not cut through the Maastricht Appendix, that annoying Dutch appendage that



hung down from the south of Holland. From the Swiss border in the extreme south, north as far

as Verdun, the mountainous terrain, the River Moselle and French fortifications made a swift

and successful attack highly unlikely. North of Verdun the River Meuse and Luxembourg

blocked the way. Although the neutrality of that insignificant duchy could continue to be ignored,

territory to the north consisted of the mountainous Ardennes Forest and then a gap of only

some 35 miles before the Dutch frontier was reached. Even this gap was blocked by the Meuse

and the fortress of Liège just a few miles inside Belgium.• Moltke considered that even though

the two armies on the far right wing would have to start their advance through this gap, it was

practical, with limited roads, for only a single army to assemble opposite the gap. In the event,

the German Second Army would assemble at the gap while the First Army would group further

north, and both would march through the gap, one behind the other. Liège, the cork in the

bottleneck, would possibly be taken by coup de main (surprise attack) ahead of the main

advance, or would be bypassed.• The French could be expected to react by attacking in the

south with the objective of recapturing Alsace and Lorraine, but, unlike Schlieffen, Moltke was

not prepared to give up German territory in that area. For this reason he weakened the right

wing in order to bolster the left – indeed a German offensive on the left might create a gigantic

pincer movement that would crush the French even more completely.• Thus the modified plan

was devised. In it the right wing was strong, but not as strong as Schlieffen had intended,

outnumbering the opposition by three to one instead of seven to one; the wheel of the five most

powerful armies was still to hinge on Metz; Dutch territory was not to be entered; and there was

no question of German soldiers on the extreme right brushing the Channel with their sleeves.

Instead, these right-wing formations would turn south-west at Brussels and swing down over

the Seine west of Paris before turning east. Soldiers in these units would have some 600 miles

to march – not as far as Schlieffen’s plan by at least 100 miles, although still a taxing distance

for the men who had to do the marching. The six-week timescale to a French surrender

remained. In the event, Moltke also transferred two corps from the west to reinforce the

Russian front at the crisis of the August campaign.• Germany was to commit almost 1.5 million

men to the Western Front in 1914, of whom some 580,000 were in the two armies on the right

flank. However, as with all military plans, much would depend on what the enemy did, how well

they did it, the resistance of the Belgians, the reaction of Britain, the vast German logistical tail

functioning smoothly and being able to keep pace with the proposed advance, and also the

marching and fighting stamina of the troops.The French War PlanEver since Germany had

humiliated France in the Franco-Prussian War the French political and military leadership had

been compelled to adapt to a new balance of power in Europe. The emergence of the German

Empire on the other side of the Rhine and the loss of Alsace and Lorraine, together with the

huge reparations exacted by the victors, had put France at a troubling disadvantage – although

the £200 million reparations were paid off ahead of schedule. However, in the event of

hostilities breaking out again, France was fairly confident that she could rely on her entente

with Russia to ensure that Germany had to face in two different directions – by the 1912

French-Russian Military Protocol, Russia undertook to attack Germany with 750,000 men

within fifteen days of mobilization. France also expected Britain immediately to send an

expeditionary force to her aid – there had been numerous military ‘conversations’ as to how

this would be done, but no signed political undertaking to cement any arrangements the

soldiers made. If anything were to put British troops into France, it would be Germany breaking

the Treaty of London and invading Belgium.In 1898 the French General Staff adopted Plan XIV,

as it was known. Taking into account the numerical inferiority of the French Army, this plan

envisaged a strategic defensive posture along the Franco-German border making the



maximum use of a continuous line of sunken fortifications, rivers and difficult terrain. Besides

the increasing disparity in population between France and Germany, there was the problem of

reserves. The war of 1870-71 had demonstrated the ability of the Germans to make effective

use of their rail network to deploy armies and mobilize reserves quickly as front-line formations.

Plan XIV applied the lessons of railroad use but neglected the use of reservists. In 1903 Plan

XIV was superseded by Plan XY which, while still defensive in character, did include reserves,

but only in subordinate roles. Plan XVI replaced this. General Victor Michel, the French

commander-in-chief designate, argued that Germany could never achieve a quick victory in

Lorraine and through the French chain of modern fortifications, and would therefore attack in

strength through Belgium. His answer was to reinforce the French left up to the Channel coast,

using reserves, coupled with a pre-emptive move into Belgium up to the River Meuse.

Politically, this plan was shouted down as unacceptable. Michel was relieved of his command-

designate post and replaced by General Joseph Joffre.The final plan with which France went to

war in 1914 was Plan XVII (see Map 5, page 24), drawn up initially by General Ferdinand Foch

and almost wholly offensive. It was adopted and refined by Joffre after he became chief of the

General Staff in 1911. It had two fundamental guiding principles: that the only sure way to

victory over the Germans was to take the offensive, attacking at both strategic and tactical

levels; and that the lost provinces of Alsace and Lorraine should be retaken.Strangely, the

completion of the static defences along the German border saw the birth of an all-pervasive

offensive spirit within the French military. It was held that the main reason for the loss of the

Franco-Prussian War was lack of this elan, this attacking zeal. Coupled with the national ideal

of la revanche (revenge) – the desire to erase the shame of defeat – the principle of attacking

in virtually all circumstances came to be taught as the only way to victory, while defensive

tactics were neglected in military training at all levels. In the critical years before 1914 the

gospel of ‘Vattaque à outrance (attack to excess), promulgated with such enthusiasm by

Lieutenant Colonel Loyzeau de Grandmaison, chief of the Operations Branch of the General

Staff, took hold throughout the French military, indeed throughout the nation.Plan XVII• Despite

the two basic principles that ran through French military thinking – take the offensive and

recover Alsace and Lorraine – the actual plan with which France went to war in August 1914

was primarily a mobilization one. Joffre wanted to position his armies in the best possible

locations so that they could be used for counter-thrusts once the line of the German offensives

became clear. After the war, when Joffre appeared before a parliamentary commission, he

went to great lengths to explain the difference between a concentration plan and an operational

one. He knew that France’s efforts must be inextricably linked to a simultaneous offensive by

Russia, but he kept his detailed operational thinking from both his political masters and his

military subordinates. He insisted that politicians in particular would ‘meddle’ – his word – in

military matters if they knew the overall plan of operation. An example of this secretiveness was

his reluctance to bring even his most senior generals into his operational thinking. It occurred

at a meeting of army commanders in early August. When General Yvon Dubail, the First Army

commander, asked for more troops to attack into Alsace, Joffre replied, ‘That’s your plan, not

mine.’• Joffre’s mobilization/concentration plan was based on the assumption of the Germans

avoiding the fortified line Belfort-Verdun and attacking from the Metz area. He also realized that

a German violation of Belgian neutrality in some manner was a virtual certainty – the

intelligence indications were clear on this. However, Joffre did not contemplate the sort of wide

outflanking sweep by overwhelming numbers that eventually materialized. His belief was that if

the Germans marched into Belgium then any advance would be limited to a supporting flank

move, probably into eastern Belgium.• Joffre intended to meet these potential thrusts with a



series of strategic offensives. The first would be into German-occupied Alsace and Lorraine by

the First and Second Armies, threatening the left flank of an enemy advance. Once this was

under way it was intended to launch an equally powerful attack north of Metz. The Fifth Army

would attack to the north of that city, while the Third Army would act as a link between these

two offensives and undertake the investment (surrounding) of Metz as the advance

progressed. The Fourth Army was earmarked as the reserve force to concentrate behind the

centre of the line. Its movements depended on how the situation developed and the direction of

the main German thrusts. If the Germans moved into Luxembourg and eastern Belgium, then it

would support the Fifth Army.• The essence of the French plan was to take the offensive at the

earliest opportunity, relying on the Belgians and, it was hoped, the arrival of the BEF to protect

the wide-open left flank of the Fifth Army – there being little apart from some scattered,

outdated fortifications and local Territorial troops between it and the sea.Notes for Map 4• By

1914 Schlieffen’s plan had been somewhat watered down, in that Holland’s neutrality was to be

maintained. From the all-important right wing Moltke switched troops to the left of the line, an

area he considered too weak. Thus, for reasons discussed in the text, Schlieffen’s supposed

deathbed plea to ‘keep the right wing strong’ had been modified. Nevertheless, the

fundamentals of Schlieffen’s plan remained.• It amounted to a huge, strategic swinging

hammer, pivoting at A, with the Fifth Army making the shortest inner blow but having to fight

around Verdun and across some very difficult terrain that favoured the defence.• The First and

Second Armies provided the hammerhead proper, with some 580,000 men at the end of the

hammer. Both armies were to avoid infringing Dutch neutrality and march through the narrow

gap between the ‘Maastricht Appendix’ and the northern edge of the Ardennes Forest, B.

Because of the restricted space, these two armies were compelled to march one behind the

other, with the combined columns stretching back over 100 miles, and had to accept the

inevitable delays this caused. The fortress at Liège was to be bypassed and besieged by follow-

up troops.• Soldiers of the First Army on the extreme right were no longer going to ‘brush their

sleeves on the English Channel’ but were to make a tighter wheel, CCC, before crossing the

Seine well below Paris – a city that was not to be besieged at that stage, if at all.• The Second,

Third, Fourth and Fifth Armies were to cross the River Meuse before beginning to swing south

with the object of forcing the French back across the River Marne, DD.• E shows the

approximate position to be reached by the First Army at the end of six weeks. By then it was

anticipated that the French would be crushed, outflanked and forced back against their own

fortification along the Moselle. Any small British force that appeared, along with the Belgian

Army, was to be knocked back and destroyed by the heavy hammer blows of the right

wing.Technology in World War IWorld War I has been characterized as a clash between

twentieth-century technology and nineteenth-century tactics and, certainly at the start, that was

very true. This situation had disastrous results on the battlefield and was the primary cause of

the vast number of casualties on both sides that have become the hallmark of the war. As will

become obvious in reading this book, World War I on the Western Front quickly developed into

one vast siege operation. In very general terms, the Allies were the besiegers, striving to drive

the German besieged from French and Belgian soil.For much of the war technology favoured

the defence. Not until late 1917 and into 1918 did the armies fully succeed in combining the

numerous new technologies into effective military tactics capable of breaching the ‘wall’. Just

how this happened will become clear in the later sections of the book, but a distinction should

be made between new technologies and those existing technologies that were improved and

better adapted to the awful business of killing. Both these are listed below, together with two

non-technical aspects of the war that appeared for the first time.Existing technologiesNew



technologiesNew non-technical developments• artillery• machine guns• mines• trenches•

balloons• railways• field telephones• quick-firing artillery of longer range• aircraft• tanks•

flamethrowers• gas• rudimentary wireless• millions of men under arms• the vast scale of the

logisticalrequirements essential to keep these huge armies in the fieldMAP 4 THE

SCHLIEFFEN PLAN – AS AMENDED BY MOLTKE, 1906-1914MAP 5 PLAN XVII, 1914 –

CONCENTRATION AREAS AND POTENTIAL COUNTER-ATTACKSNotes for Map 5• The

French war plan was primarily a mobilization and concenteation one. Once hostilities began

and the Germans’ intentions became known for certain, the French (under Joffre) intended first

to strike to the south of Metz into Alsace and Lorraine with the First and Second Armies, A.

The Fifth Army would attack to the north of Metz and south of the Ardennes Forest, BB, to

counter the German advance that was expected through Luxembourg and eastern Belgium.

Linking these two offensives would be an advance by the Third Army, C, which would also have

the task of investing Metz. Joffre intended to keep the Fourth Army in reserve behind the

centre, able to move either north or south as circumstances required, DD.• The large gap that

stretched to the sea on the left of the Fifth Army, EE, was an obvious potential weakness.

However, Joffre did not believe that if Belgian neutrality was breached it would involve a wide

sweep by the Germans through the north of that country. In consequence, the defences in this

area were thin. Reliance was placed on a number of outdated and neglected fortifications, such

as those at Maubeuge and Lille, and on some poor-quality Territorial formations. Apart from the

small Belgian Army, there was also the expectation that the BEF would arrive in time to

concentrate on the French left.• A glance at Map 4 reveals how the German offensive, after

crashing through Belgium, was planned to hit the most exposed and vulnerable part of the

French line.Belgian troops prepare for the defence of Antwerp in trenches near the city,

1914.The British War PlanAs noted above, the UK, unlike Russia, which was committed by a

separate treaty – was not obliged to go to war if France was attacked by Germany

Nevertheless, certainly within the military leadership on both sides of the Channel, there was

an understanding that Britain would send troops to support France. A series of regular military

planning meetings had been held and an understanding of the likely British role and area of

deployment had been agreed.Britain, unlike the continental powers, did not have universal

military service. Thus mobilization was limited to the regulars, fleshed out with a small number

of immediately available reserves. It was intended that this force would consist of two army

corps of three divisions each, a cavalry division and supporting artillery and services. It would

become the British Expeditionary Force and would be shipped to France to form on the left

flank of the French line near Maubeuge. It was intended that this BEF would be deployed in

France twenty-one days after mobilization. That was the British war plan.The Belgian War

PlanThe commander-in-chief of the Belgian Armed Forces was King Albert I. In 1914 Belgium’s

field army consisted of 117,000 men organized into six infantry divisions and one cavalry

division. It was supported by around 65,000 garrison troops in Antwerp, Namur and Liège. The

plan was for these field divisions to concentrate west of the Meuse and be available to delay

any advance, but to avoid battle against superior forces. Antwerp was to be defended at all

costs and the field army was intended to keep in touch with the city.General Sir John French

and his secretary Major Watt leaving the War Office after a crisis Cabinet meeting in the period

before the outbreak of war.MAP 6 THE ALLIES AND CENTRAL POWERS 1914-1918 AND

MILITERY MANPOWER AFTER INITIAL MOBILIZATIONParis in ShockPhilip Gibbs, the Daily

Chronicle correspondent in Paris in early August 1914, described the atmosphere when war

become inevitable – a great contrast to the scenes in London and Berlin at the same time (see

boxes, pages 13 and 96).There was no wild outbreak of Jingo fever, no demonstration of



bloodlust against Germany in Paris or any town in France [as] the people waited for the fateful

decision …On August 1 there was a run on one of the banks. I passed its doors and saw them

besieged by thousands … in a long queue waiting with a strange quietude … to withdraw the

savings of a lifetime … There were similar crowds outside other banks, and on the faces of

these people was a look of brooding fear, as though all they had fought and struggled for …

might suddenly be snatched from them. The cashiers had been withdrawn from their desks and

cheques could not be paid.‘We are ruined already,’ said a woman. ‘This war will take all our

money. Oh my God!’ She made her way through the crowd with a fixed white face.The call to

arms came without any clamour of bugles or orations. Unlike the scenes in the early days of

1870 [when Germany last invaded France], there were no street processions of civil

enthusiasts. No painted beauty of the stage waved the tricolour to the shout of ‘A Berlin!’ No

mob orators jumped on café tables to wave their arms in defiance of the foe.The quietness of

Paris was astounding, and the first mobilization orders were issued with no more publicity than

attends the delivery of a trade circular through the halfpenny post. Yet in hundreds of

thousands of houses through France … there was a drama of tragic quietude when the

[mobilization] cards were delivered to young men in civilian clothes.A company of Canadian

soldiers going ‘over the top’ from a World War I trench. Note the shell bursts overhead.Section

OneA Western Front TimelineBattles, even in these ages, are transacted by mechanisms;men

now even die, and kill one another, in an artificial manner.Thomas Carlyle, The French

Revolution, 1837In May 1921 the Battles Nomenclature Committee published its report, and

although this Companion has not specifically followed the phases of the war set out by the

committee, it may be useful to enumerate their conclusions in order to help the reader

understand the sequence (or phasing) of major events that occurred during the four years of

continuous fighting on the Western Front.Phase 1 The German invasion in 1914.Phase 2

Trench warfare, 1914-1916.Phase 3 The Allied offensive in 1916 (the Battles of the Somme

and the French defence of Verdun).Phase 4 The German retreat and the Allied advance to the

Hindenburg Line.Phase 5 The Allied offensives of 1917 (Arras, Vimy, Chemin des Dames,

Third Ypres (Passchendaele), Cambrai.Phase 6 The German offensive, spring 1918.Phase 7

The Allied advance to victory, August-November 1918.Before describing in detail how the war

on the Western Front was fought, a look in outline at the critical events and battles that took

place year by year will help in putting the later, more detailed, accounts of smaller-scale

actions into context. The timeline is in the form of a year-by-year diary of events, illustrated by

maps showing the battles fought and the line of the Western Front at the end of each year.

More detailed maps with accompanying notes explain two or three of the more important

battles fought during each year.1914Never in the history of warfare had so large a

concentration of military forces assembled in Europe. In round numbers, the Germans initially

deployed 1.5 million; the French had over 1 million, with 3 million reservists on call; the

Austrians and Russians each had 1.25 million on their frontiers; and by the end of the year 1

million volunteers in the UK had come forward to serve. By Christmas, as an unofficial truce

was celebrated on parts of the Western Front, the expectation of a short, sharp war of

manoeuvre had evaporated. The Kaiser had told departing troops, ‘You will be home before the

leaves have fallen from the trees.’ In Britain the urgency of the patriotic rush to volunteer was

due to the prevailing view that the great adventure would ‘be all over by Christmas’.Only Lord

Kitchener, the British war minister, warned the Cabinet that the war would not be short – he

anticipated it would last three years. The first weeks of fighting in the west were clashes of

encounter and movement (the Battles of the Frontiers), which saw the Allies forced to retreat in

the face of a massive German onslaught. This opening phase of the war was what both sides



had planned for – a type of war their commanders understood and for which their armies were

trained. However, Moltke’s variation of the Schlieffen Plan had, by the end of 1914, failed to

provide the decisive, overwhelming and speedy victory envisaged by the Germans. Worried by

reports of Russian advances into East Prussia, Moltke had weakened the all-powerful right

wing by detaching troops to the Eastern Front and had failed to appreciate how the blazing

heat of summer, continuous forced marching over extensive distances, combat and heavy

losses, coupled with immense logistical problems, would exhaust his armies before any

decisive victory could be achieved.When General Alexander von Kluck, commanding the

German First Army on the extreme right wing, had been forced to turn his tired troops south-

east and march north of Paris instead of swinging south of it, he exposed his own right to a

flank attack from Paris by the French governor, General Joseph-Simon Gallieni. General Joffre,

the French commander-in-chief, ordered the French Sixth, Fifth and Ninth Armies (under

Generals Michel-Joseph Maunoury, Louis Franchet d’Espèrey and Foch), together with the

BEF (Field Marshal Sir John French), to counter-attack across the River Marne. This resulted

in the so-called ‘Miracle of the Marne’, which saw the entire German advance halted and

pushed back as far as the River Aisne. Here the Germans stabilized the line and both sides

started to dig. At this stage Lieutenant General Erich von Falkenhayn replaced a demoralized

Moltke as chief of the German General Staff.Declarations of War 1914Every year from 1914 to

1918 at least five declarations of war were made, many by tiny countries like Haiti and

Honduras, both of which declared only a few months before the Armistice. In 1914 they

were:28 JulyAustria on Serbia1 AugustGermany on Russia3 AugustGermany on France4

AugustGermany on Belgium UK on Germany5 AugustMontenegro on Austria-Hungary6

AugustAustria-Hungary on Russia Serbia on Germany8 AugustMontenegro on Germany12

AugustFrance on Austria-Hungary UK on Austria-Hungary23 AugustJapan on Germany25

AugustJapan on Austria-I lungary28 AugustAustria-Hungary on Belgium2 NovemberRussia on

Turkey Serbia on Turkey5 NovemberUK on Turkey France on TurkeyThe First British Rifle Shot

of the WarOn 22 August 1914 C Squadron of the 4th Dragoon Guards were part of the cavalry

screen advancing ahead of the BEF and about to take part in the first action by British soldiers

on the continent of Europe since Waterloo ninety-nine years earlier. Suddenly, over the crest of

a hill, a body of lance-carrying German Uhlan cavalry appeared.The squadron commander,

Major Tom Bridges, gave permission for Captain Hornby with the 1st Troop to make a mounted

charge. In the resulting melee, the British swords proved far more effective than the Germans’

unwieldy lances. The Germans scattered and the 1st Troop, supported by the 4th, careered off

in pursuit for about a mile before the Germans rallied and turned to open fire. Trooper

(Drummer) Edward Thomas left an account of how he fired the first British rifle shot of World

War I:Captain Hornby gave the order, ‘4th Troop, dismounted action!’ We found cover behind a

chateau wall and, possibly because I was rather noted for my quick movements and athletic

ability, I was first in action. I could see a German cavalry officer some four hundred yards away,

gesticulating to the left and to the light as he disposed of his dismounted men and ordered

them to take up their firing positions to engage us. Immediately I saw him I took aim, pulled the

trigger and automatically, almost instantaneously, he fell to the ground.Thomas was later

promoted Sergeant and awarded the Military Medal.The ‘Old Contemptibles’This was a title

proudly adopted by the soldiers of the original BEF, who saw service in France and Flanders

from Mons to the First Battle of Ypres. It is said to have originated from a translation from the

Kaiser’s Order of the Day of 19 August to the German First Army commander, Alexander von

Kluck, at the outset of hostilities. He wrote:It is my Royal and Imperial command that you

concentrate your energies for the immediate present upon one single purpose, and that is that



you address your skill and all the valour of my soldiers to exterminate first the treacherous

English; walk over French’s contemptibly small army …It was used by post-war veterans’

associations as a highly suitable title.Timeline 1914DateGeneralWestern Front28 JuneFranz

Ferdinand assassinated2-4 Aug.Declarations of war4 Aug.Germany invades Belgium7-10

Aug.Battle of Mulhouse (opening French attack of the war) – French defeat14-25 Aug.First

Battle of Lorraine (Battles of Morhange and Sarrebourg) – French defeat15 Aug.Russia

invades East Prussia17 Aug.Liège surrenders to Germans18 Aug.America declares

neutrality19-20 Aug.Battle of Gumbinnen – Russians force German retreat20 Aug.Germans

occupy Brussels21-23 Aug.Battle of the Ardennes – French retreat21-23 Aug.Battle of

Charleroi – French defeat23-24 Aug.Battle of Mons – BEF retreat23 Aug.-5 Sept.BEF retreat

from Mons25 Aug.Namur surrenders to Germans French garrison abandons Liile26 Aug.Battle

of Le Cateau – BEF retreat26-30 Aug.Battle of Tannenburg – Russians decisively defeated by

Germans29-30 Aug.Battle of St-Quentin (or Guise) – French withdrawal4-12 Sept.Second

Battle of Lorraine (Grand Couronne, Nancy) – French repulse German assaults7-14

Sept.Battle of Masurian Lakes – Russians driven from East Prussia7-10 Sept.First Battle of the

Marne – Allies defeat Germans8 Sept.Maubeuge surrenders to Germans12 Sept.Germans

take Lille12-21 Sept.Rrst Battle of the Aisne – stalemate22-26 Sept.Battle of Picardy (Noyon,

Péronne and Bapaume) – indecisive25-29 Sept.Battle of Albert (part of the end of the Battle of

Picardy) – indecisive27 Sept.-10 Oct.First Battle of Artois – indecisive10 Oct.Antwerp

surrenders10 Oct.-2 Nov.Battle of La Bassée – indecisive, BEF hold the line12 Oct.-2

Nov.Battle of Messines – indecisive13 Oct.-2 NovBattle of Armentières – BEF hold the

line16-31 Oct.Battle of the Yser – French and Belgian forces secure Belgian coastline17

Oct.First contingent of Australian Imperial Force (AIF) embarks for France19 Oct.-22 Nov.First

Battle of Ypres ends Race to the Sea. BEF halts German attacks at Langemarck (21-24 Oct.),

Gheluvelt (29-31 Oct.) and Nonne Bosschen (11 Nov.)31 Oct.Turkey joins Central Powers20

Dec.First Battle of Champagne beginsGerman infantry advancing in 1914 – making an

excellent target for rifle or machine-gun fire, or for artillery firing shrapnel.In Belgium the

German victory had been swift and decisive, with the Belgian field army compelled to fall back

on the vital port of Antwerp. The critical importance of Antwerp was appreciated by Britain, and

after a visit by Winston Churchill, the First Sea Lord, the hastily assembled and poorly trained

Royal Naval Division reinforced it. Antwerp held out only until 9 October, although the bulk of

the Belgian field army was able to withdraw by way of Ghent and Bruges to the canalized line

of the River Yser. The Belgians eventually opened the sluice gates at Nieuport and brought in

the North Sea to help check the Germans.While Antwerp was under siege, the Allies and the

Germans became involved in a complex series of movements aimed at outflanking their

adversary. For the Allies, there was the added need to cover the Channel ports – their critical

link with their home base. This was the ‘Race to the Sea’. The BEF was marched north from

the Aisne to Flanders, where by mid-October they had taken up a salient position around

Ypres, Armentières and Neuve Chapelle. There they defeated the Germans’ final attempts to

break through and capture Calais and Boulogne at the First Battle of Ypres (19 October-22

November).By the winter of 1914 the war on the Western Front had stabilized with a

continuous 460-mile ribbon of makeshift opposing trenches wriggling all the way from the

North Sea to Switzerland. Until 1918 the fighting on this front became one gigantic,

neverending siege operation. The task of the Allies was primarily that of the besieger trying to

force a breach in the ever-thickening walls. This offensive role (in a war with developing

technology favouring defensive operations) was forced on them, as the Germans occupied a

tenth of metropolitan France, including the main French coalfields, all but a small fraction of



Belgium and the whole of Luxembourg – only an offensive could drive them out or force a

capitulation.The five months of fighting in 1914 exhausted both the Allies and the Germans.

For Britain it was the loss of so much of its pre-war Regular Army (some 86,000 since August)

that would prove so damaging. In particular, the loss of so many regimental officers and senior

NCOs was to be a huge hindrance in the months and years to come.A British View of the

Retreat from MonsThe exhaustion experienced by all ranks during the retreat in late August

was described by Second Lieutenant C. F. Hodgson, Royal Field Artillery:We were moving in

feet. There was no proper movement. You moved a few yards and halted. Another few yards,

halted. My big trouble was that I was so exhausted that I couldn’t keep on my horse; I kept

going to sleep so then I tied the stirrups under my horse’s tummy and, of course, as I fell

forward my feet didn’t spread out so I kept on the saddle and this went on all night. It was lack

of food that concerned me more than the fear of the Germans harassing us. The Army Service

Corps people had dumped piles of biscuits and bully beef but we hadn’t got the time to open

the boxes.Notes for Map 7• The Battles of the Frontiers represented a collision between the

German Schlieffen/Moltke and French XVII plans. There were six main clashes:Battle of

Mulhouse 7-10 August. The first French attack of the war in Alsace. The French under Gen.

Bonneau took Mulhouse but were soon driven out by Gen. Josias von Heeringen’s Seventh

Army. Gen. Paul Pau replaced Bonneau.First Battle of Lorraine (Battles of Morhange and

Saarbourg) 14-25 August. Part of the main French offensive in the west. The French First Army

under Gen. Auguste Dubail was to advance on Saarbourg while the Second Army under Gen.

Noel Edouard Castelnau headed for Morhange. Opposing them were the German Sixth and

Seventh Armies under Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria and Gen. Heeringen respectively.

The French attacks were driven back by strong German counter-attacks authorized by Moltke.

The French were forced to withdraw to the line Belfort-Epinal-Toul.Battle of the Ardennes 21-23

August. Joffre ordered an attack through the Ardennes Forest to support the French advance

into Lorraine. Two sets of armies joined in battle. The French Third Army under Gen. Pierre

Ruffey and the French Fifth Army commanded by Gen. Charles Lanrezac advanced against

the German Fourth and Fifth Armies, the former under Gen. Archduke Albrecht von

Württemberg and the latter under Maj. Gen. Crown Prince Wilhelm of Prussia. The French aim

was to strike the German advance in the flank as it passed through the forest. There were

heavy losses on both sides, but the French were soon forced into a disorderly retreat.Battle of

Charleroi 21-23 August. The French Fifth Army under Lanrezac was ordered to attack across

the River Sambre, but before he could do so the German Second Army under Btilow attacked

first and established two bridgeheads. After offering a strong resistance, Lanrezac, fearing

being cut off, ordered a withdrawal.Battle of Mons 23-24 August. The first major action of the

BEF, under Field Marshal Sir John French, deployed on the left of the French Fifth Army. When

the Fifth Army withdrew from Charleroi, French agreed to hold the line of the Mons-Condé

Canal for 24 hours. The BEF faced the advance of Muck – the extreme right wing of the entire

German offensive. After halting the enemy advance and inflicting heavy losses on the leading

units, the BEF was compelled to retreat (the start of the exhausting, and later famous, British

retreat from Mons) to conform to the French withdrawal on its right. (See also Map 8.)Second

Battle of Lorraine (Grand Couronne or Nancy) 4-12 September. The German Sixth Army’s

objective here was to break through the gap in the French fortified line south of Toul. Its way

was barred by the ridge of the Grand Couronne east and north-east of Nancy, defended by

Castelnau’s Second Army. The Germans launched repeated attacks but, despite their being

reinforced, the French were able to drive them off.• Battles during the Allied retreat to the

Marne and advance to the Aisne:The Battle of Le Cateau 26 August. A rearguard action fought



by the BEF’s II Corps under Gen. Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien against the advance of Kluck’s First

Army. The British rifle and artillery fire punished the Germans severely and the II Corps was

able to check the enemy advance and then withdraw in generally good order, although 38

British guns were taken from batteries that had sacrificed themselves to cover the retreat.Battle

of St-Quentin (or Guise) 29-30 August. The battle was launched by Lanrezac’s Fifth Army to

delay Bülow’s advance and give sufficient time for Joffre to deploy the newly formed French

Sixth Army on the northern extremity of the Western Front. Unfortunately, the French plans fell

into enemy hands and Billow was waiting to strike. However, despite the German counter-

attack pushing back his left, Lanrezac made good progress, but Joffre was forced to authorize

a withdrawal due to the increasing weight of the German assaults. Nevertheless, the delay had

allowed him time to patch up the French line.First Battle of the Marne 7-10 September. The first

full-scale battle of the war that saw the French and BEF halt and drive back the German

armies of Kluck and Bülow. It finally broke the Schlieffen/Moltke plan. (See also Maps 9 and

9a.)First Battle of the Aisne 12-21 September. The Allied follow-up offensive against the

German right wing after victory on the Marne. The Germans began to dig in on the north bank

of the river, basing their defences on the Chemin des Dames ridge. The Allies were unable to

attack these positions successfully. Both sides dug in and the outflanking Race to the Sea

began.• Battles during the Race to the Sea, which saw the Germans and Allies leapfrogging

each other northwards. The main battles in these unsuccessful outflanking attempts were as

follows, although in several cases they merged into each other and took place

simultaneously:Battle of Picardy 22-26 September. The Germans attacked Castelnau’s right

flank at Roye while his army was advancing across the Somme. The French advance was

checked.First Battle of Albert 25-29 September. The end part of the wider Battle of Picardy,

where the French Second Army (Castelnau) clashed with the German Sixth Army (Prince

Rupprecht). The Germans made limited progress, but their attempt to take Albert failed. Both

sides moved north to continue their search for an open flank.Battle of Artois 27 September-10

October. Prince Rupprecht was ordered to attack at Arras and succeeded in causing a crisis in

the Allied position. Joffre was compelled to reorganize the northern armies and form the new

French Tenth Army. His energy reinvigorated the Allied defence line around Arras; the line held

and the fighting moved north into Flanders.Battle of La Bassée 12 October-2 November. This

involved both the French and BEF holding the line of the La Bassée Canal.Battle of Messines

12 October-2 November. The battle began with the British Cavalry Corps advancing, then

developed into the defence of the Messines Ridge. However, this action merged into the Battle

of Armentières to the south.Battle of Armentières 13 October-2 November. Officially this battle

was fought by III Corps of the BEF between the River Douve and a line between Estaires and

Foumers, but in reality it was part of the ongoing fighting at Messines and La Bassée. Ill Corps

advanced for six days against the German Sixth Army before action merged into the First

Battle of Ypres.Battle of the Yser 16-31 October. This was the northernmost battle of the Race

to the Sea. The River Yser runs between high banks into the sea near Nieuport, the port that

was the key to the defence line as opening the sluice gates would flood the surrounding area.

The line was defended by the Belgian Army, supported by some French units and a Royal

Navy squadron. The Belgians felt compelled to open the gates (see box, page 126) but,

although the German attacks drove the Belgians west of the Yser, the line was stabilized and

remained so for the rest of the war.First Battle of Ypres 19 October-22 November. This was the

last major battle of 1914, and along with the Battle of the Yser marked the end of the Race to

the Sea, which had no winner. First Ypres was actually a series of battles that included those

of Langemarck (21-24 October), Gheluvelt (29-31 October) and Nonne Bosschen (11



November), all of which were primarily heavy German attacks and several British counter-

attacks. By mid-November the German assaults had been held and Ypres was to remain in

British hands for the next four years, although two more battles were to bear its name. (See

also Map 10.)MAP 7 MAIN BATTLES OF 1914 AND THE FRONT LINE AT THE END OF THE

YEARA German View of the Pursuit from MonsCaptain Walter Bloem in the German 12th

Grenadier Regiment was pleased to be alive after the fight at Mons:We were all tired to death,

and the column just trailed along anyhow. I sat on my war-horse like a bundle of wet washing;

no clear thought penetrated my addled brain, only memories of the past two appalling days …

a sad melancholy for all the dead friends seemed to pervade us all, strangely mixed with a

hazy feeling of pleasure still to be in the land of the living oneself … still to be the master of

one’s weary limbs, still to feel a horse’s back between one’s legs.German troops in the Grand

Place, Mons, 28 August 1914.MAP 8 BATTLE OF MONS, 23 AUGUST 1914 – GERMAN

ASSAULTS AND REARGUARD ACTION AT ELOUGES, 24 AUGUSTNotes for Map

8BritishGermanBelligerents:BEFFirst Army4 infantry divisions8 infantry divisions1 cavalry

division3 cavalry divisions70,000 men160,000 men300 guns600 gunsCommanders:Field

Marshal Sir John FrenchGeneral Alexander von KluckCasualties:1,6005,000 (estimate)Result:

German advance checked for a day, but then the BEF forced to retreat to conform with the

withdrawal of the French Fifth Army (Lanrezac) on its right (east).Summary: On 22 August the

BEF began its advance into the line of battle on the left of the French Fifth Army and thence

into its first battle of the war. When deployed in its position along the Mons-Condé Canal south-

east of Mons, it was spread thinly over nearly 30 miles. The German attacks were heavy and

repeated, despite huge losses – largely due to their use of massed formations and the

exceptionally high rate of rifle fire from the British regulars and artillery, often firing over open

sights. The British in the Nimy salient were particularly hard pressed, and this position became

untenable once the German 17th Division had crossed the river further east at Havre and

attacked westwards. A general withdrawal of the BEF became necessary to avoid being

isolated, as the French Fifth Army was at this time withdrawing from the line of the River

Sambre. On 24 August a successful rearguard action was fought around Elouges and the BEF

and French Armies began the retreat that was to end on the River Marne.MAP 9 FIRST

BATTLE OF THE MARNE – SITUATION 7-8 SEPTEMBER 1914KEYouter ring of Paris

defencesroute of Paris taxis taking reinforcements to French Sixth Armyfour of First Army’s

corps ordered NW to meet threat from Paris opened up a gap in German lineNotes for Map

9BelligerentsAllies (1,071,000 men)German (1,485,000 men)French Fifth, Sixth and Ninth

Armies BEFFirst, Second and Third ArmiesCommandersFrench: Marshal JoffreGen. Helmuth

von MoltkeBEF: Field Marshal Sir John FrenchCasualtiesFrench: approx. 250,000 (80,000

dead)approx. 250,000BEF: approx. 13,000 (1,700 dead)Result Allied victory with Germans

driven back behind the Aisne.Summary The first Battle of the Marne saw the whole of the

Germans’ advancing right wing and centre halted and then forced to withdraw to a defensive

line behind the River Aisne.• Instead of driving south and round to the west of Paris as

intended, Kluck’s First Army had swung south-east before passing Paris. This had exposed his

right flank to attack from the French Sixth Army, reinforced by troops rushed from Paris in taxis

(see box below).• To counter this threat, on the 7th Kluck turned his four southern corps north-

west. This opened up a 25-mile gap in the German line, guarded only by a thin screen and

cavalry patrols. Kluck’s hope was to outflank and crush the French Sixth Army before the Allies

discovered and exploited the gap.The Marne TaxisOn 6 September 1914, with the rail system

overloaded, the military governor of Paris, General Joseph-Simon Gallieni, sought alternative

means of transporting the French 7th Division from the frontier to join the Sixth Army defending



the city. An acute shortage of military vehicles and drivers caused him to suggest the use of

taxis, so all Parisian taxis were assembled at the Esplanade des Invalides. On being told their

task, one driver is alleged to have shouted out, ‘What about the fare?’ Nothing was forthcoming

at the time, although eventually compensation was paid at a rate of 2 7 per cent of the meter

reading.About 150 empty taxis left Paris that night under the charge of a Lieutenant Lefas.

Progress was slow, breakdowns occurred, but by the early hours of 7 September the column

had swollen to 400 vehicles and the harassed Lefas was having problems rationing his tired

and disgruntled drivers – he was shocked to discover that some twenty of them did not drink

wine, especially as there was no water available. The convoy was directed to Dammartin-en-

Goële while more taxis arrived from Paris. From Dammartin the convoy, which by then

contained assorted trucks, limousines and racing cars, drove to a railway siding to load up with

arriving troops of the 103rd and 104th Infantry Regiments. Each cab took five soldiers and

departure for the front began at dusk, making the night drive without headlights an extremely

stressful journey. Within two days Gallieni’s taxis transported about 4,000 urgently needed

reinforcements to a critical point of the battle near Nanteuil. A typical Marne taxi is on display at

the Invalides Museum in Paris.Marne taxis outside the Ecole Militaire in Paris.MAP 9A FIRST

BATTLE OF THE MARNE – SITUATION 10-11 SEPTEMBER 1914KEYGermans in retreat to

the AisneBEF and French Fifth Army exploit the gap and advancesomewhat slowly

northwardsNotes for Map 9ASummary Allied aircraft spotted the gap and Joffre ordered its

exploitation by the French Fifth Army and the BEF. However, the French Sixth Army was in

danger of being overwhelmed, despite the reinforcements rushed from Paris, and for a time the

battle was touch and go.• The French Fifth Army and BEF drove into the gap and on 9

September Moltke had a nervous breakdown, panicked and ordered the German Second Army

to withdraw. This exposed the First Army to being cut off and thus Kluck was forced to retreat

as well. On the 10th the German Third and Fourth Armies were ordered to pull back, to be

followed on the 13th by the Fifth as well (the Fourth and Fifth Armies are off the map to the

east and south-east).• The Allied pursuit lacked vigour and the Germans were allowed to fall

back behind the Aisne. By this time both armies were utterly exhausted and had suffered very

heavy losses.• The Moltke-modified Schlieffen Plan was in ruins. What the British were to call

the ‘Miracle of the Marne’ had happened. Moltke was dismissed and replaced by Falkenhayn

on 14 September.The Victoria Cross in 1914Forty-three Victoria Crosses were won in 1914. Of

these, five were won on 23 August during the Battle of Mons, the first going to Lieutenant

Maurice James Dease of the 4th Royal Fusiliers.B and C Companies of the battalion were

responsible for defending the road and rail bridges over the Mons-Condé Canal. C Company

set up a section of two machine guns under the command of Lieutenant Dease. One was

knocked out by intense German fire, which inflicted heavy losses. Dease took over firing the

remaining gun and continued to operate it, despite being wounded several times. The fifth

wound was mortal; Dease died shortly after being carried to safety.Lieutenant K. Tower, Royal

Fusiliers, watched Dease in action and later recorded:The enemy stalled to advance in mass

down the railway cutting, about 800 yards off, and Maurice Dease fired his two machine guns

into them and absolutely mowed them down. I should judge without exaggeration that he killed

at least 500 in two minutes. The whole cutting was full of bodies and this cheered us all up.The

machine gun was then manned by Private Sidney Godley, who, although wounded, continued

to fire until he ran out of ammunition. He dismantled his gun and threw the pieces into the

canal before being captured. He was awarded the second Victoria Cross (and the first to a

private soldier) of the war. He survived, and in 1938 was presented with a special gold medal

by the citizens of Mons. He died in 1957, aged sixty-eight.The third was Corporal Charles



Garforth, 15th Hussars, who, when his troop was immobilized by wire, volunteered to cut it,

allowing his troop to escape while he came under heavy fire. He survived the war, dying in

1973, aged eighty-one.The others were Captain Theodore Wright and Lance Corporal Charles

Jarvis, both Royal Engineers, who won their VCs for their combined efforts under heavy fire

while laying and firing charges that destroyed the bridge at Jemappes, near Mons (see page

287). Wright was mortally wounded the following month while assisting a wounded man. Jarvis

died in 1948, aged sixty-seven.MAP 10 FIRST BATTLE OF YPRES, 19 OCTOBER–22

NOVEMBER 1914Notes for Map 10• First Ypres was the last major conflict of the first year of

the war and consisted of a series of battles starting on 19 October and ending (according to

the British) on 22 November. This battle and the Battle of the Yser marked the end of the Race

to the Sea. The Germans called it the ‘Massacre of the Innocents’, as eight German units,

composed mainly of university student volunteers exempt from the draft, were killed (according

to some sources as many as 25,000 young men). In 1917 the British instituted the Mons Star

medal for those surviving troops who had served in France or Belgium prior to the end of the

battle – the last surviving holder of this medal, Alfred Anderson, died in November 2005.• The

belligerents were the BEF under Field Marshal French, the French IX Corps (Second Army)

with the II Corps and Gen. Mitry’s Cavalry Corps, and the 87th and 89th Territorial Divisions, all

under Foch. The Germans deployed their Fourth and Sixth Armies under Falkenhayn.• The

fighting raged over a 25-mile front for more than a month, with the Allies, seriously

outnumbered, particularly in heavy artillery, seeking to hold the high ground east of Ypres. The

British Battlefields Nomenclature Committee highlights three battles within the period:Battle of

Langemarck 21-24 October. The German Fourth Army launched a series of assaults either

side of Langemarck. It was here that the massed ranks of the German students were mown

down, many now resting in the German Langemarck War Cemetery. The major German attack

on 22 October was held with difficulty and the help of a French counter-attack.Battle of

Gheluvelt 29-31 October. A German assault by six divisions came the closest to breaking the

British line around Ypres until 1918. On 31 October the Germans broke through the British

lines south of Gheluvelt and the situation was restored only by a magnificent bayonet charge

by the 2nd Worcestershires against 1,200 Germans around Gheluvelt Château – the

Worcestershires thereafter celebrated Gheluvelt Day annually on 31 October. This attack,

combined with another by the 7th Division, plugged the gap in the British line.Battle of Nonne

Bosschen 11 November. The main threat came from an attack by some 10,000 Germans of the

Guards and 4th Divisions that penetrated as far as the Nonne Bosschen woods. They were

finally driven back by well-directed artillery fire and a counter-attack by the 2nd Oxfordshire

Light Infantry.Casualties The British suffered just over 58,000, of whom almost 8,000 were

killed. It is sometimes said the pre-war professional army died at First Ypres. The French lost

around 50,000 and the Germans an estimated 134,000 (including what the Germans called the

Battle of the Yser, which covered the fighting from Gheluvelt to the sea).1915This year saw

Germany change her grand strategy for the war. Ever mindful of the potential problems of

fighting on two fronts, and with the west solidified, she decided, with the exception of Ypres in

April, to remain on the defensive in the west and attack the Russians in the east, moving troops

accordingly. The Allies on the other hand, again with the exception of Ypres, sought a

breakthrough in the west and the year saw a succession of unsuccessful attempts to achieve

this objective. It was also the year in which Britain opened another front, against Turkey in

Gallipoli.With the realization that the war would be prolonged, thus demanding huge additional

resources of both manpower and materials, 1915 was a year of expansion for all the nations

engaged on the Western Front. This was particularly so for the British. But despite the increase



in the size of the BEF from 10 divisions to 37 (including two Canadian), the main weight of the

war in the west would still be borne by the French Army. Its strength in France rose to 107

divisions and the German Army’s to 94 out of a total of 159 on all fronts. With the virtual

destruction of her Regular Army in the first five months of the war, the UK had now to rely first

on Territorial and then on New Army (Kitchener) formations hastily raised and mostly

inadequately equipped and trained.It was also a year when the realities of fighting positional

trench warfare over such vast distances and involving so many men were fully appreciated by

political and military leaders. The problems of scale came as a shock to the military system not

only in terms of manpower but with regard to casualties, medical requirements, supply, training,

lack of experienced officers (both commanders and staff) and senior NCOs at all levels, and

desperate shortages of arms, ammunition, equipment and guns (particularly artillery high-

explosive shells). Details of these deficiencies and the means adopted to remedy them will be

explained in the appropriate sections.On the battlefields it was a year of experimentation, of

learning, of trying to grasp the realities of how to break into, fight through, and then break out

to exploit the resultant gap in the enemy’s multiple defensive lines. This became the all-

encompassing objective that frustrated generals on both sides until 1918. The fighting in 1915

saw the first use on a large scale by the Germans of poison gas, at the Second Battle of Ypres

in April. The BEF followed suit and used gas for the first time in combination with large

smokescreens at Loos in September. All belligerents began to appreciate the crucial role of

artillery in every operation. Commanders came to realize that without massive artillery support

neither the attacker nor the defender could achieve much. It quickly became a question not just

of massing the guns but of how they should best be used tactically, while at the same time

ensuring enough ammunition was available. The use by both sides of increasing numbers of

aircraft for bombing, artillery-spotting and aerial photography, as well as aerial combat, became

one of the most obvious developments of warfare on the front during the year. These

technologies and the tactics involved, together with the problems associated with them, are

highlighted below in the sections dealing with the various Arms and Services.Declarations of

War 191523 MayItaly on Austria3 JuneSan Marino on Austria21 AugustItaly on Turkey14

OctoberBulgaria on Serbia15 OctoberBritain on Bulgaria Montenegro on Bulgaria16

OctoberFrance on Bulgaria19 OctoberRussia on Bulgaria Italy on BulgariaWinter in the

trenches – the 2nd Royal Scots at La Boutillerie, 1915.An Indian Soldier’s Experience at Neuve

ChapelleRifleman Amar Singh Rawat, Garhwal Rifles, wrote to a friend some two weeks after

the Battle of Neuve Chapelle while recovering in Kitchener’s Indian Hospital, Brighton:I have

been wounded in the head but hope to get better soon. My fate is now very lucky [in] that I am

alive while all my brethren have been killed … Up to now the war has been as follows – the

Germans kept firing from their trenches and we from ours. But on the 9th and 10th of March we

attacked the Germans … When we reached their trenches we used the bayonet and the kukri,

and blood was shed so freely we could not recognize each other’s faces … The scene was

indescribable. If I survive I will tell you all. But if I get killed it does not matter, when so many of

my brethren have been slain it would not matter about me, but my great scene has been

enacted …The Germans Attack at LoosSecond Lieutenant John Easton, 12th Royal Fusiliers,

using the pseudonym Broadchalk, described the heroic death of Major Parsons, the officer

commanding C Company during a German counter-attack:The next hour was a nightmare of

muddle and confusion. Parsons had lost his company, and had taken up his position on the

parapet as the only field officer known to be alive in the area.He was a big man, nearly stone

deaf, and the enemy was barely two hundred yards away – to get orders was no mean feat;

Broadchalk stood on his toes and shouted in his ear, and the snipers’ bullets whizzed past his



head continuously.The organisation of the line and the check of any suspicion of a rout was

largely due to Parsons: he stood on the top of the trenches with his arms folded, a great

monument of a man, collecting the men as they were driven in and guiding them to this or that

trench. A faint smile played over his lips and hinted at the deaf man’s oblivion to the rattle and

noise, or the infection of shaken nerves.Broadchalk told him about the field message. ‘You had

better prospect for a gap, and if you find it stay there. You can’t do anything here, we’re jammed

solid as it is. If you find my company let me know!’ Ten minutes later he fell, shot through the

head.Timeline 1915DateGeneralWestern Front4 Feb.Germany begins submarine warfare on

merchant shipping7-22 Feb.Russia defeated at Second Battle of Masurian Lakes16 Feb.-18

MarchFirst Battle of Champagne continues19 Feb.British and French naval attack on the

Dardanelles – Gallipoli campaign begins10-13 MarchBEF launches Battle of Neuve

Chapelle22 April-25 MaySecond Battle of Ypres – German attacks (battles) at Gravenstafel

Ridge, St-Julien, Frezenberg Ridge and Bellewaarde Ridge25 AprilAllied forces land in

Gallipoli1-3 MayGermans defeat Russians at Battle of Gorlice-Tarnów7 MayBritish liner

Lusitania sunk by German U-boat.9 MayBritish attack at Battle of Aubers Ridge9 May-18

JuneFrench begin Second Battle of Artois15-25 MayBritish attack at Battle of Festubert1

Sept.Germany suspends unrestricted submarine warfare (to keep US out of war)15 Sept.-4

Nov.French launch Third Battle of Artois (Loos/Artois offensive)25-28 Sept.British attack at

Battle of Loos25 Sept. – 6 Nov.French attack at Second Battle of Champagne27 Oct.French

Army lands at Salonika and, with help of British and Italian troops, sets up a Balkan Front10

Dec.Allies begin withdrawal from Gallipoli (complete by 9 Jan. 1916).18 Dec.Haig replaces

French as British commander-in-chief on Western Front20 Dec.Falkenhayn (German chief of

General Staff) issues memorandum for operations for 1916 containing the phrase ‘the forces of

France will bleed to death’-referring to VerdunThe Victoria Cross in 1915Sixty-seven Victoria

Crosses were awarded during the year. An outstanding award went to Piper Daniel Laidlaw of

the 7th King’s Own Scottish Borderers (KOSBs) for his gallantry on 25 September at the Battle

of Loos. The battalion was waiting to go ‘over the top’ but could not to do so until after the

release of the gas and smoke that was to precede the attack. Unfortunately, the wind began to

blow the gas into the British positions. Despite this, the order was given to advance, but there

was some reluctance to move and considerable hesitation among the men. Laidlaw’s company

officer, Second Lieutenant Martin Young, turned to him and shouted, ‘For God’s sake, Laidlaw,

pipe ‘em together.’ Laidlaw clambered up on to the parapet and, disregarding both the gas and

the shelling, marched up and down playing ‘Blue Bonnets over the Border’. This inspiring

action launched the assault by the entire battalion, which, led by the skirl of Laidlaw’s pipes,

advanced on the enemy. When close to the German trenches he was hit by shrapnel in the left

leg and ankle. Undeterred, he continued to hobble painfully forward with the sound of his pipes

still audible amongst the din of battle. He was then hit again in the same leg but continued to

play until he saw his comrades secure their objective, whereupon he dragged himself back to

his own lines.His inspiring gallantry won him the VC and the French Croix de Guerre with

Palms. He died in 1950 and is buried in St Cuthbert’s churchyard, Norham,

Northumberland.Most of the 1915 operations were in some way related to Joffre’s grand plan

for the elimination of the so-called Noyon salient (see Map 11, page 42), the apex of which

thrust threateningly to within 75 miles of Paris. He proposed a huge strategic pincer movement

to remove this salient by launching large-scale offensive thrusts from Artois to the north and

Champagne to the south. Similarly, the Germans sought to crush the much smaller British

salient around Ypres and, they hoped, secure the Channel ports of Le Havre, Rouen and

Boulogne upon which the BEF depended. All the battles associated with these operations



involved the problem noted above – that of punching a hole in the enemy front and then

rushing troops (primarily cavalry) through it. Apart from Ypres, where the BEF (with French

support) was fighting a defensive action, the other battles involving British divisions were

offensive operations designed to support the main French strategic plan.This was a bad year

for the British in terms of losses. Although not nearly as bloody as the following three years, it

came as a sobering shock that over 267,000 men had been listed as casualties on the

Western Front during these twelve months. The Germans suffered over 110,000, the inequality

highlighting the fact that, from early in the war, an attacker was more likely to be hit than a

defender. The Germans had held the Allies in check in the west and appeared to have

succeeded in the east, with the Russians pushed back into Belorussia. Meanwhile, by the end

of the year the British expedition to Gallipoli had proved a disaster. In general terms, 1915

belonged to the Germans.In December General Sir Douglas Haig, commander of the British

First Army, replaced Field Marshal Sir John French as commander-in-chief of the BEF. He was

to remain in that position until the end of the war.Wounded French troops at a farm in

Champagne after the Battle of Loos, 1915.Four Years in a Frenchwoman’s CupboardThis is the

astounding story of how an extraordinarily brave and resourceful Frenchwoman, Madame

Marie Belmont-Gobert, sheltered Trooper Patrick Fowler of the 11th Hussars in her house and

cupboard from January 1915 to November 1918. Fowler spent many hours cramped up in the

cupboard with German troops sometimes sitting in the same room.Fowler had been cut off

from his regiment after the Battle of Le Cateau in 1914 and had spent four months wandering

behind German lines before being given indefinite shelter. He later gave a detailed account of

his unique experiences, of which this is an example:A week later they [the Germans] came –

eight of them. They occupied the upper part of the house, but spent much of their time drinking

coffee and gossiping in the room where I was hidden … slightly for the woodwork creaked. One

night I must have moved To me it sounded like the crack of a pistol; certainly it was enough to

make madame spring up from her chair by the fireside and, with great presence of mind,

exclaim to the soldiers sitting round and playing cards, ‘Ah, ces bêtes souris’ [Oh, those

wretched mice!]. And with quick resourcefulness, I heard her advance and flick around the

outside of the wardrobe in mock pursuit of a phantom mouse.Madame Belmont-Gobert later

received a grant from the British government and the Order of the British Empire (OBE). Her

famous cupboard is an exhibit in the museum of the King’s Royal Hussars (a successor

regiment of the 11th Hussars) in Winchester.Notes for Map 11The first five months of the war

had seen continuous fighting, at the end of which it solidified, starting the seemingly endless

and bloody siege that was to be the fate of the Western Front until 1918. However, the French

commander-in-chief, Joffre, had visions of achieving a major breakthrough during the year with

offensives from Artois in the north and from Champagne in the south, AA, to pinch out the

huge German bulge in the line that threatened Paris and to sever vital German rail

communications. He anticipated support from the BEF in these offensives. In the event, this

grandiose scheme came to nought as both the Allies and the Germans found themselves

enmeshed in battles of attrition, paying a staggering cost in casualties for a few thousand yards

of ground gained. By December any changes to the front line in 1915 were noticeable only on

large-scale maps.The important offensives/battles fought during 1915 were:• First Battle of

Champagne 16 February-18 March. Gen. Fernand Langle de Cary’s French Fourth Army

attacked over the Champagne hills in the area of Perthes-lès-Hurlus. These assaults continued

for a month against well-defended German strongpoints but gained a mere 3,000 yards at a

cost of some 40,000 casualties before shuddering to a halt.• Battle of Neuve Chapelle 10-13

March. A British attack in the Artois region of France, with the aim of breaching the German



lines at the village of Neuve Chapelle, then seizing the La Bassée-Aubers Ridge, followed,

optimistically, by an advance to Lille – a key German communications centre. The IV Corps

and Indian Corps of the British Second Army under Smith-Dorrien made the assault against

the German VII Corps and part of the XIX Corps, both belonging to Prince Rupprecht’s Sixth

Army. It was the first time aerial photography was used extensively, and the initial attack

secured Neuve Chapelle. Primitive communications hindered progress and on 12 March the

Germans launched a heavy and partially successful counter-attack. Both sides claimed a

victory, with the British managing to hang on to the village. (See also Map 12.)• Second Battle

of Ypres 22 April-25 May. The German forces involved were the XV XXII Reserve, XXVI

Reserve and XXVII Reserve Corps. The fighting started with an attack – using gas on a large

scale for the first time – by the German XXII Reserve and XXVI Reserve Corps on the northern

French-held sector of the Ypres salient. The French 45th Algerian Division and some Territorial

units were panicked by the gas and fled. The attack was eventually checked by a counter-

attack by battalions of the 2nd and 3rd Brigades of the Canadian 1st Division. This action

developed into the Battle of Gravenstafel Ridge, 22-23 April, to be followed by the Battle of St-

Julien, 24 April-4 May; the Battle of Frezenberg Ridge, 8-13 May; and the Battle of Bellewaarde

Ridge, 24-25 May – each of these actions forming a part of Second Ypres. The result of the

German assaults was a shrinking of the Ypres salient held by the BEF and the French, to such

an extent that the front line was, in places, within 2 miles of the town. Smith-Dorrien was

sacked as Second Army commander on 6 May, replaced by Gen. Sir Herbert Plumer. (See also

Map 13.)• Second Battle of Artois 9 May-18 June. Joffre had planned this offensive to start in

March, supported by a BEF attack on La Bassée. Instead, the British attacked at Neuve

Chapelle, forcing Joffre to postpone his Artois offensive against the German Sixth Army

(Rupprecht), supported by their Second Army in the south, until May. The primary objective of

the French, after a six-day preparatory bombardment, was the dominating Vimy Ridge. The

BEF’s Fourth Army, attacking at Festubert (see page 44), supported this operation, as did

Castelnau’s French Second Army in the south. Vimy Ridge was taken by the French 77th and

Moroccan Divisions, but held only briefly. Some six weeks later this tortuous advance ground to

a halt, having gained a mere 4,000 yards of territory at the appalling cost of 300,000

casualties, a third of whom were dead. The vital, dominating Vimy Ridge was still in German

hands.• Battle of Aubers Ridge 9 May. This was part of the overall Allied offensive strategy for

1915 and thus part of the BEF’s contribution to the French Artois attacks. It achieved nothing

and was beaten back with the loss of around 10,000 men.• Battle of Festubert 15-25 May.

Under pressure from the French, this was really a renewal of the Aubers Ridge offensive. The

assault included the first British night attack (by the 2nd Division) and was partially successful.

However, the subsequent British and 1st Canadian Division attacks achieved little. After

attacking for five days the Canadians had advanced 600 yards on a one-mile front, losing

2,500 men in the process, mainly due to superior German artillery fire. The battle ended

inconclusively, although the Germans lost the village of Festubert.• Third Battle of Artois (Loos/

Artois offensive) 15 September-4 November. In September Joffre launched two more

simultaneous offensives in Artois and Champagne. The British, after some argument, agreed

to participate by attacking at Loos. The French attack once again had Vimy Ridge as a

principal objective, but after very determined German resistance and having suffered

disproportionate losses, Joffre called off the French Tenth Army’s offensive.• Battle of Loos

25-28 September. The British component of the Allied Loos/Artois offensive. The battle was

conducted by Gen. Sir Douglas Haig, commander of the British First Army, and marked the first

occasion the British used (ineffectively) poison (chlorine) gas during the war. The British



assault on the first day succeeded in capturing the town of Loos and reaching as far as Hill 70,

a mile east of the town. However, the positioning of the British reserves too far back, resupply

and communication difficulties, plus the failure of British artillery fire to cut much of the German

wire, inhibited further progress against sustained enemy machine-gun and artillery fire.

Renewed attacks the next day were soon halted and the British were forced to retreat to their

starting positions. (See also Map 14.)• Second Battle of Champagne 25 September-6

November. Joffre regarded this offensive as the most promising and accordingly gave priority in

men and guns to Castelnau’s Centre Group of Armies (Second and Fourth), which together

mustered 27 divisions, 1,300 field and 650 medium or heavy guns. The German first line was

taken, but fresh reserves were unable to secure the second. A halt was called by Joffre, which

the Germans used to bring up reinforcements. The renewed attack against a defensive system

some 3 miles deep with numerous concrete pillboxes was easily frustrated, with murderous

losses for the French, whose 75mm guns began to run out of ammunition at the critical

stage.MAP 11 MAIN BATTLES OF 1915 AND THE FRONT LINE AT THE END OF THE

YEARNotes for Map 12BelligerentsBritishGermanFirst ArmySixth ArmyIV and Indian CorpsVII

and part XIX Corps40,000 men25,000 eventually (estimate)CommandersField Marshal Sir

John FrenchCrown Prince Rupprecht of BavariaCasualties11,65012,000 (estimate)Result

Stalemate, although both sides claimed victory.Summary The first British offensive against the

German trench system.Phase 1 was to take Neuve Chapelle and the Smith-Dorrien Trench,

phase 2 to exploit the gap and capture the La Bassée-Aubers Ridge.• Careful planning and a

short but intense artillery barrage on targets previously spotted by aircraft surprised the enemy

and both village and trench were taken. Success was fairly easy, although the 2nd Middlesex

were held up by machine guns south of the Moated Grange.• Communication failures and

hesitation by corps commanders on the 11th allowed German reserves to be rushed forward.

At dawn on 12 March they counter-attacked all along the line. The British held on with difficulty,

a serious problem being shortage of artillery ammunition.• Other problems were vulnerable

communications, difficulty in bringing forward reserves quickly and insufficient artillery

observation posts (OPs). The critical tactical importance of achieving surprise with artillery

preparation was not fully appreciated until later in the war.The village of Neuve Chapelle after

the battle, 1915.Neuve Chapelle, looking from the south-west towards where the German

strongpoint ‘Port Arthur‘ was located. This was assaulted by the right-hand battalion of the

Garhwal Brigade, 1/39th Garhwalis, and was captured with difficulty due to the attackers’

mistaking the direction of the assault.MAP 12 BATTLE OF NEUVE CHAPELLE, 10-13 MARCH

1915MAP 13 SECOND BATTLE OF YPRES, 22 APRIL–25 MAY 1915The Germans’ Use of

GasWhen Lord Kitchener first heard of the Germans using gas he telegrammed Sir John

French expressing the view that ‘the use of asphyxiating gasses is, as you are aware, contrary

to the rules and usages of war’. The secretary of state for foreign affairs, Viscount Grey, had

written that the use of poison gas by the Germans was ‘an offence not only against the rules of

war, but against all humane considerations’. There was some argument whether the Hague

Convention of 1907 forbade the use of asphyxiating as distinct from poisonous gas, although

most considered it was inferred if not specifically barred.The German government certainly felt

the need to conceal its use from its people and the world by omitting all reference to it in its

communiqués. In 1917 the German War Ministry and High Command issued an official

apologia, claiming that before the war the French Army possessed and had used a rifle

grenade filled with bromic acid and a hand grenade filled with a lachrymatory liquid called ethyl

bromo-acetate. Their justification at the time, when it was common knowledge that they had

used gas, was that they had merely got in a first strike in anticipation of the Allies using



it.French troops wearing an early form of gas mask in the trenches during the Second Battle of

Ypres. Note the excessive length of the French cruciform cross-section bayonets – impossible

to use effectively in a trench.Notes for Map 13BelligerentsAlliesGermanBEF: II, V and Cav.

Corps (part of Fourth Army)French: Belgian Det. (87 Terr, and 45A Divs)Belgian: 6 DivXXIIIR,

XXVIR, XXVIIR, XV and II Bav CorpsCommandersBritish: Gen. Horace Smith-Dorrien;from 7

May Lt Gen. Sir Herbert PlumerFrench: Gen. Gabriel PutzBelgian: Gen. A. L. T. de

CeuninckGen. Archduke Albrecht von WürttembergCasualtiesBritish: 59,275French: 10,000

(estimate)Belgian: 1,53034,933Result Allies forced to reduce salient frontage from 16 to 10

miles.Summary The five weeks’ fighting began with a large-scale gas attack by the Germans in

the north of the salient. It was a complete surprise and sent the 45th Algerian and some of the

87th Territorial Division fleeing in panic. Only a gallant Canadian counter-attack stopped a

possible breakthrough. The Germans pressed their attacks from the north and east, causing

the British to withdraw to a shorter line on 4 May. This was also pushed back so that the final

perimeter was only 2 miles east of Ypres down the Menin Road. There were four distinct

German assaults during the battle:Battle of Gravenstafel 22-23 April. At around 5.00 pm on 22

April the Germans released 168 tons of chlorine gas on the line held by the French. Many were

killed or blinded while the rest fled en masse, leaving a 4-mile gap in the Allied line. A hasty

defence and a brilliant counter-attack by the Canadians, coupled with the inability of the

Germans to follow up their advantage, prevented disaster (see also page 311).Battle of St-

Julien 24 April-4 May. On 24 April the Germans attacked the village of St-Julien behind another

cloud of gas. The Canadian defenders were told to urinate on their handkerchiefs and place

them over their noses. This was ineffective and the Canadians were driven from the village.

Counter-attacks by the 50th (Northumberland) Division failed to retake it. Further British

attacks, including two by the Indian Lahore Division, stabilized the line.Battle of Frezenberg

8-13 May. The German successes in the north had made the salient narrower and very

extended and thus vulnerable on both flanks. After some argument between Foch and French it

was accepted that a withdrawal and contraction of the front must take place. The new line was

established by 4 May. The Battle of Frezenberg began with attacks on the 27th and 28th

Divisions, followed by another gas attack on 10 May. After six days’ fighting the Germans had

gained about 1,000 yards.Battle of Bellewaarde 24-25 May. The German assault began by

launching yet another gas cloud on a front of some 4 miles. The British held the line initially but

were then pushed back another 1,000 yards to the north of Bellewaarde Lake.MAP 14 BATTLE

OF LOOS, 25 SEPTEMBER–8 OCTOBER 1915 – INITIAL BRITISH ATTACKSNotes for Map

14BelligerentsBritishGermanFirst ArmySixth ArmyI, IV Indian and Cav. CorpsIn forward

defences four regiments of the 14th and 117th Divisions plus a Jäger battalion. In reserve the

Guards Reserve and 8th Divisions75,000 men11,000 initiallyCommandersGen. Sir Douglas

HaigCrown Prince Rupprecht of BavariaCasualtiesalmost 45,00020,000 (estimate)(inc. three

maj. gens: Capper, Thesiger and Wing)ResultA major British offensive halted.Summary Loos

was part of the long-delayed simultaneous Allied offensives in Artois and Champagne.

Because of acute shortages of British artillery and munitions, and the dangers of a narrow

frontal attack exposing vulnerable flanks, Haig had devised two plans to achieve what was

hoped would be a significant breakthrough. The first would be a wide frontal attack, with all six

divisions advancing in line, with gas and smoke used to cover areas that could not be covered

adequately by artillery – this would be the first use by the British of gas (chlorine) in the war. If

the wind was unfavourable for gas and smoke, a narrow attack with the maximum artillery

support would be carried out by the 9th (Scottish) Division (I Corps) against the Hohenzollern

Redoubt, while the 15th (Scottish) Division attacked the enemy strongpoints on Lone Tree



Ridge. The GHQ reserve (Guards, 21st and 24th Divisions) plus the Cavalry and Indian Corps

were held back to be used only on the authority of the British commander-in-chief (French).•

On 25 September, despite doubts about the wind, Haig ordered gas from 5,000 cylinders and

smoke from 7,870 smoke candles to be released along the 8-mile front. Thus a wide attack

was launched following a four-day artillery bombardment that had consumed 250,000 shells,

as well as extensive use of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) on bombing and observation flights

behind enemy lines. Although the attackers outnumbered the German defenders, the latter

held the dominating ground and had built a strong second line, in places up to 4,000 yards

behind the first. Additionally, they had constructed numerous redoubts and machine-gun posts

in the small villages, miners’ cottages and quarries that were prominent features of this coal-

mining area.• In IV Corps’ area the gas released at 5:00 a.m. was largely effective and,

combined with a smokescreen from Stokes mortars, allowed the 47th (London) Division, a

Territorial formation, to make good progress south of Loos (the Irish Rifles went over the top

kicking a rugby football ahead of them). The 15th (Scottish) Division was even more successful

and had entered Loos by 8:00 a.m., and later in the day pushed on to reach Hill 70. The 7th

King’s Own Scottish Borderers (KOSBs) had been encouraged from their trenches that

morning by the sight and sound of Piper Daniel Laidlaw calmly walking up and down the

parapet playing ‘Blue Bonnets Over the Border’, for which gallantry he received the Victoria

Cross (see box, page 40). The 1st Division had mixed fortunes attacking Lone Tree Ridge. A

few small units reached Hulluch village before being driven out, but the bulk of the attackers

were held up by uncut German wire.• On the northern flank of I Corps’ area the wind was

definitely unfavourable for gas and the officer responsible on the 2nd Division’s front declined

to release it until given a direct order from the corps commander. The result was that much of it

blew back on to the men, causing numerous casualties and confusion. The attack was halted.

However, the 7th and 9th Divisions made satisfactory progress, with the enemy front-line

trenches being taken. The former division advanced to the La Bassée-Loos road and secured

the area of the quarries. The latter took the Hohenzollern Redoubt and fought its way east into

the mining area and slag heaps around Caron des Pekin.• By the end of the day a substantial

hole had been punched in the German first line around Loos, but heavy losses, particularly

among officers and NCOs, and local enemy counter-attacks, uncut wire and dwindling artillery

support had forced the assaulting divisions to halt in front of the enemy’s second line. It was

time for the army reserve divisions to move through and open a breach in the second line.

Unfortunately, they had been held back some distance behind the British front and required the

authority of Field Marshal French before these three divisions could be placed under Haig’s

command. This was given at around 11:00 a.m. on 25 September, but the 21st and 24th were

already tired from long marches on 24 September and were subjected to much delay during

their approach march. It was not until the afternoon of the second day that they attacked

between Loos and the Vermelles-Hulluch road. They were both untried New Army (Kitchener)

divisions and moved forward in extended lines as if on some gigantic parade, to be cut down in

their hundreds by a German second line that had been heavily reinforced during the lull. A

German regimental history stated: ‘Never had machine guns such straightforward work to do,

nor done it so effectively. With barrels burning hot and swimming in oil, they traversed to and

fro along the enemy’s ranks unceasingly; one machine gun fired 12,500 rounds that afternoon.’

These two divisions lost over 8,000 men. It was only the arrival and subsequent attack by the

Guards Division towards Hill 70 on 27 September, during which 2nd Lt John Kipling, son of the

poet, serving with the Irish Guards, was killed (see box below). The fighting dragged on into

October, ending on the 8th when a German counterattack along most of the front was beaten



off.The Mystery of Second Lieutenant John KiplingJohn Kipling, the eighteen-year-old son of

the author and poet Rudyard Kipling, was reported missing on 27 September at the Battle of

Loos while serving with the 2nd Irish Guards. He was later presumed killed in the Guards’

attack towards Bois Hugo (see Map 14). His distraught father never recovered from his death

(Rudyard Kipling had used his influence to get his son accepted into the army after he was

originally rejected due to poor eyesight) and spent years scouring the battlefield searching for

his son’s body or grave. By the time of his death in 1936 he had not succeeded.In June 1992

the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) announced that it had succeeded

beyond reasonable doubt in establishing that John Kipling is buried in St Mary’s Field Hospital

Cemetery at Loos, in a grave commemorating an unknown ‘Lieutenant of the Great War, Irish

Guards’. This body was recorded as being found about 6,000 yards (a considerable distance)

from where he was actually fighting. The Commission claimed that no other Irish Guards

lieutenant was killed on that spot that day, therefore the body must be that of John Kipling.In

1992 a book written by Tonie and Valmai Holt, the founders of Holts Battlefield Tours,

dismissed the Commission’s findings, largely on the basis that John was still a second

lieutenant when he died and the body found had a lieutenant’s rank badge on it. Only eight

days before he was killed John had written to his father giving his rank as second lieutenant

and, although his promotion had been officially decided three months earlier, it was not

published in the London Gazette until two months after he went missing. The Holts also state

that a study of the field hospital’s burial returns shows that its team searched the area where

John was fighting and found nothing before searching the area where the unknown lieutenant

was found. The Holts say that the Commission’s claim that the hospital’s team confused the

two areas ‘stretches the imagination’. The Guards Museum curator supported the Holts’ views,

as did an experienced magistrate who said the Commission’s proof failed to meet the

standards of a criminal or civil court.As a final twist, in June 2002 the Ministry of Defence

(MOD), after a ten-month inquiry, stated that it was satisfied that the Commission had properly

identified Lieutenant John Kipling’s grave. The mystery remains.1916By December 1915 the

Allied situation on all fronts was disturbing. The year had seen two major offensives on the

Western Front (Artois and Champagne) fail with a shockingly high butcher’s bill and no real

impression made on the German front lines. All belligerent nations now had to call on their total

manpower resources to conduct the war. Thus, in January 1916 the UK passed the first of the

Military Service Acts, introducing conscription for the first time in her history.On the Eastern

Front the Germans had driven the Russians back and now occupied a huge tract of her

territory Italy, fighting with the Allies, had made no appreciable headway against Austria-

Hungary – Italy had yet to declare war on Germany. Bulgaria, fighting with the Central Powers,

had overrun Serbia and Montenegro, while in Mesopotamia British forces were bottled up

under siege in Kut. And the much-vaunted Gallipoli expedition against Turkey had ended in

total failure. It was in these depressing circumstances that the Allied commanders-in-chief met

at Chantilly between 6 and 8 December 1915 to decide plans for the following year.The Road

(La Voie Sacrée)This supply route to Verdun was not named La Voie Same until after the war;

in 1916 military personnel commonly called it La Route (the Road). It was 38 miles long,

running from Bar le Duc to Verdun, and from what was a narrow, two-lane, local road surfaced

with crushed stone there is now a Route Nationale maintained by the French government as a

military monument.Some 8,800 military labourers were employed throwing 700,000 tons of

crushed stone on the surface during the ten-month battle. The freight system consisted of

3,900 vehicles, including about 3,000 trucks with solid tyres carrying around 50,000 tons a

week. Heavy freight consisted mostly of artillery ammunition with separate trucks for the



powder charges for the large-calibre projectiles. The traffic crawled along at about 15 miles per

hour, day and night, with an average of one vehicle passing a given point every fourteen

seconds. Broken trucks were pushed off the road to be recovered by repair vehicles posted at

intervals along the route.Some 90,000 troops were also transported in and out of Verdun every

week, often under air attack. To deter enemy aircraft, machine-gun posts were set up alongside

the road and several airfields were located nearby, with seven fighter squadrons, including the

famous Escadrille Américaine, tasked with route protection.However, it is a myth that this road

alone supplied the Verdun salient during 1916, as a metric-gauge railway running parallel to

the road carried some 22 per cent. By July a newly built standard-gauge track had been

constructed, relegating the road to lighter vehicles. Between the road and railway it was

possible to rotate 221 French infantry divisions (some 2 million men) in and out of Verdun

during that year.Timeline 1916DateGeneralWestern Front9 Jan.Gallipoli evacuation

completed27 Jan.UK introduces conscription21 Feb.–15 Dec.Battle of Verdun23 AprilEaster

Rising by Irish rebels against UK31 May-1 JuneBattle of Jutland, the only major naval battle of

the war – inconclusive2-13 JuneBattle of Mount Sorrel5 JuneLord Kitchener, British minister for

war, drowns when HMS Hampshire sinks off the Orkneys1 July-18 Nov.Battle of the

Somme1-13 JulyBattle of Albert (opening phase of the Somme)14-17 JulyBattle of Bazentin

Ridge (start of second phase of the Somme)15 July-3 Sept.Battle of Delville Wood

(intermediate phase of the Somme)23 July-3 Sept.Battle of Pozières Ridge (intermediate

phase of the Somme)27 Aug.Italy declares war on Germany Romania declares war on Austria-

Hungary29 Aug.Paul von Hindenburg replaces Falkenhayn as chief of German General

Staff3-6 Sept.Battle of Guillemont (intermediate phase of the Somme)9 Sept.Battle of Ginchy

(intermediate phase of the Somme)15-22 Sept.Battle of Flers-Courcelette (start of final phase

of the Somme) – tanks used for first time in war by British23 Sept.Germans begin construction

of the Hindenburg Line25-28 Sept.Battle of Morval (part of final phase of the Somme)26-28

Sept.Battle of Thiepval Ridge (part of final phase of the Somme)1-18 Oct.Battle of the Transloy

Ridges (part of final phase of the Somme)1 Oct.–ll Nov.Battle of the Ancre Heights (part of the

final phase of the Somme)13-18 Nov.Battle of the Ancre (final phase of the Somme)5-7

Dec.Prime Minister Henry Asquith resigns and is replaced by David Lloyd George13

Dec.General Robert Nivelle replaces General (promoted Marshal 26 Dec.) Joseph Joffre as

French commander-in-chiefDeclarations of War 19169 MarchGermany on Portugal15

MarchAustria-Hungary on Portugal27 AugustRomania on Austria-Hungary28 AugustItaly on

Germany30 AugustTurkey on Romania1 SeptemberBulgaria on Romania14

SeptemberGermany on RomaniaThe overall strategic decision was that the Allies should

launch simultaneous offensives on all the main fronts (Western, Eastern and Italian), thereby

crushing the Central Powers from all sides and hopefully negating their geographical

advantage of interior lines. In January 1916 General Joffre, now commander of all French

armies, agreed to the BEF making its main attack in Flanders, which is what Haig wanted as it

would be close to the British supply routes through the Channel ports. However, after further

discussions this was changed to the Allies mounting a major joint offensive astride the Somme

in the summer, with the British (and one French corps) to the north and the French to the south

of the river. It was to be a massive effort with no fewer than twenty-five British and forty French

divisions earmarked for the initial assault.However, as these plans were being put in hand, the

Germans launched a large-scale attack on Verdun in the south-east, where the French

defences had been seriously weakened to replace shortages of manpower and guns in her

more active armies. In Germany, General Falkenhayn had returned from his triumphs in the

east with a determination to ‘bleed white’ the perceived weakened French by attacking a place



that, for reasons of national prestige, France would defend to the end – the fortress of

Verdun.A German View of VerdunA German officer at Verdun, Lieutenant Ernst Jiinger, later

described the devastation wrought by artillery fire:The sunken road now appeared as nothing

but a series of enormous shell-holes filled with pieces of uniform, weapons and dead bodies.

The ground all round, as far as the eye could see, was ploughed by shells … Among the living

lay the dead. As we dug ourselves in we found them in layers stacked one on top of the other.

One company after another had been shoved into the drum-fire and steadily annihilated.A

German soldier takes cover beside the body of a dead Frenchman, 1916.As the French

became sucked ever more deeply into the defence of Verdun, so their capacity to fight

alongside the British on the Somme diminished rapidly – as time progressed one of the objects

of the BEF’s efforts in maintaining the offensive on that river was to relieve the pressure on the

French at Verdun who were hard pressed to hold their own. In the event, the war on the

Western Front in 1916 consisted of these two major offensives – the Germans at Verdun, a

struggle that was to become the longest battle of the war; and the British (with some French

support) attacking on the Somme, which became the most costly battle of the war.The fighting

around Verdun lasted ten months, at the end of which the French had clung on to the town and

had pushed the Germans back from some, but not all, of their initial gains. Both sides were

utterly worn out and to an extent demoralized by crippling losses, highlighting the sheer horror

of the destruction of men and material by modern war. The battle had ended in stalemate. On

the Somme the fighting began on 1 July and ended in mid-November with the British and

French having advanced a maximum of 7 miles, and with even greater losses than either side

sustained at Verdun. There had been no Allied breakthrough.By the end of 1916 the Western

Front had cost the BEF 600,617 casualties – well over twice the number for the previous year.

For the Germans the year’s loss had been 297,351 - 2.7 times that of 1915. These horrific

figures would be eclipsed by those of 1917, with 1918, the year the war ended, seeing the

worst losses of all.A French View of VerdunA French officer at Verdun, Major Roman, wrote of

the appalling scene at the entrance to his bunker:On my arrival, the corpse of an infantryman

in a blue cap partially emerges from this compound of earth, stones, and unidentifiable debris.

But a few hours later, it is no longer the same; he has disappeared and has been replaced by a

Tirailleur [light infantryman] in khaki. And successively there appear other corpses in other

uniforms. The shell that buries one disinters another. One gets acclimatized, however, to this

spectacle; one can bear the horrible odour of this charnelhouse in which one lives, but one’s

joie de vivre, after the war, will be eternally poisoned by it.Some Verdun StatisticsVerdun was

defended by nineteen main forts and forty redoubts, but many were poorly equipped with

guns.The Germans deployed some 1,400 heavy, medium and field guns in their assault. These

included thirteen ‘Big Bertha’ 420mm mortars. They employed about 1,300 trains to stockpile

2.75 million rounds of gun and howitzer ammunition for the initial attack. In the three months

from 21 March to 20 June almost 17 million rounds of all types were fired and by the end of the

battle this number had risen to an estimated 32 million.The Germans assembled 150 aircraft,

four airships and several artillery observation balloons for the assault.Nine villages were

obliterated and whole swathes of woods and ground so pulverized and contaminated with the

detritus of war – human and material – that the land was declared irrecoverable.Casualties in

the ten months of fighting were for the Germans 330,000, of whom 143,000 were dead. The

French suffered 351,000 total losses, composed of 56,000 dead, 100,000 missing (mostly

killed) or prisoners and 195,000 wounded.The bones of about 130,000 of the unknown dead of

both sides are gathered in a specially built ossuary on Douaumont Ridge, the site of Fort

Douaumont.Some Somme StatisticsThe average casualties per division (each approximately



10,000 strong) for the four and a half months’ fighting were: British and dominion troops

combined 8,026; the three Australian divisions 8,960; the forty-three British divisions 8,133; the

four Canadian divisions 6,324; and the New Zealand division 8,133.The Allied average daily

loss during the 142-day battle was 4,366, with the British losing 2,976 and the French 1,390

per day. The German daily loss averaged 3,099.The British used the creeping barrage (page

254) for the first time.Preparations for the offensive saw the use of seven trains a day to bring

up artillery ammunition.For the preparatory bombardment 1,537 guns and howitzers were

available – that translated into one field gun for every 20 yards of front and one heavy piece for

every 58 yards.The Royal Flying Corps lost 782 aircraft and 526 aircrew.The British losses of

57,470 on 1 July consisted of: officers – 993 killed, 1,337 wounded, 96 missing, 12 prisoners –

total 2,438; other ranks – 18,247 killed, 34,156 wounded, 2,056 missing, 573 prisoners – total

55,032.The Victoria Cross in 1916Sixty-four Victoria Crosses were awarded during the year,

nine for acts of gallantry on 1 July. Of those, that of twenty-one-year-old Private William

McFadzean, 14th Royal Irish Rifles, is particularly remarkable. McFadzean was in a crowded

trench near Thiepval Wood when a box of bombs (grenades) fell down, spilling its contents on

the floor. He saw that the pins of two of them had come loose, meaning there was about five

seconds before they exploded and killed or wounded a large number of his comrades. In a

supreme act of self-sacrifice, McFadzean threw himself on the two bombs, covering them with

his body. He was blown to pieces, but only one of the other soldiers in the trench was

wounded, in the leg. It is said that as his remains were carried away his comrades saluted and

several wept. McFadzean is commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial and at Newtonbreda

Presbyterian Church, Belfast.As recently as 2008 a Royal Marine did the same in Afghanistan,

but because he turned on his back and the blast was absorbed by his pack and body armour

he survived with minor injuries. He was awarded the George Cross, second only to the VC for

gallantry.MAP 15 MAIN BATTLES OF 1916 AND THE FRONT LINE AT THE END OF THE

YEARMAP 16 BATTLE OF THE SOMME, 1 JULY–18 NOVEMBER 1916Notes for Map

16Result Allies fail to achieve breakthrough. Massive losses on both sides and armies

exhausted.SummaryAlthough the French played an important role in the Somme offensive, it

was the British and dominion troops who provided the main effort. It was a massive battle of

grinding attrition lasting four and a half months, at the end of which the Allies had advanced a

maximum of 7 miles but failed to achieve a breakthrough. The Germans had occupied the area

since 1914 and had constructed a deep defensive position of three lines, mostly on the high

ground facing the British. Villages were fortified and redoubts built, all surrounded by wide belts

of wire. Despite firing about 1.7 million shells in the seven-day preparatory bombardment, the

British assault on 1 July by 17 divisions achieved little. The staggering losses by the British on

the first day were never to be equalled on one day until the fall of Singapore in World War II

when over 80,000 were captured. To say that both sides were exhausted by November is a

huge understatement. Of the German Army, which saw 95 divisions pass through the horrors

of the Somme, some of them twice or even three times, Ludendorff said, ‘The army had been

fought to a standstill and was utterly worn out.’Twelve actions were officially classified by the

British as battles:Battle of Albert 1-13 July. The opening phase of the Somme offensive by both

British and French Armies, and primarily the attacks on the German front line on 1 July, for

which the British had virtually nothing to show except the appalling casualty lists. However, the

French south of the Somme achieved a more substantial advance at far less cost. The

remaining days were spent in small-scale attacks of little significance.Battle of Bazentin Ridge

14-17 July. The start of the next phase of the offensive involving the Fourth and Reserve

Armies, which saw the capture of Longueval, Trones Wood and Ovillers, and attacks at



Fromelles and High Wood.Battle of Delville Wood 15 July-3 September. This bitter and intense

struggle for the splintered stumps and tangled wire of ‘Devil’s Wood’, where four VCs were

won, lasted over six weeks. It is particularly associated with the attacks by the South African

Brigade (see page 115). The wood was finally captured on 15 September on the first day of the

Flers-Courcelette battle.Battle of Pozières Ridge 23 July-3 September. A long struggle for the

ridge on which the village stands, remembered mainly as an Australian battle. Australia’s

official historian, Charles Bean, recorded that this ridge was ‘more densely sown with

Australian sacrifice than any other place on earth.’ Pozières was captured but the British

advance did not exceed a mile.Battle of Guillemont 3-6 September. A combined British (Fourth

Army) and French attack, with the British advancing on Guillemont and the French on

Maurepas. It resulted in some limited British success.Battle of Ginchy 9 September. Another

Fourth Army attack, which saw the 16th (Irish) Division capture the village, thus depriving the

Germans of several observation posts that had overlooked the entire battlefield.Battle of Flers-

Courcelette 15-22 September. The Fourth and Reserve Armies attacked in the last large-scale

battle of the Somme offensive. It saw the first use of tanks in the war by the British (see page

388), but their performance was patchy. Although gains were made by British, Canadian and

New Zealand formations, there was still no breakthrough.Battle of Morval 25-28 September. In

part a continuation of the Flers-Courcelette battle, this attack on the villages of Morval,

Combles, Lesboeufs and Gueudecourt saw the capture of the last three by the Fourth

Army.Battle of Thiepval Ridge 26-28 September. An attack by the Reserve Army designed to

coincide with the Battle of Morval. It saw the fall of the German Thiepval fortress, which had

held out since 1 July.Battle of the Transloy Ridges 1-18 October. This battle involved formations

from both Fourth and Reserve Armies. The attacks were hampered by the arrival of wet

autumn weather and minimal progress was made, although the villages of Eaucourt l’Abbaye

and Le Sars were taken.Battle of the Ancre Heights 1 October-11 November. This was a long

battle of attrition conducted by the Reserve Army, resulting in gains of about 1,000 yards.

However, it saw the capture of the Schwaben and Stuff Redoubts by the British, while the

Regina Trench finally fell to the Canadian Corps after four bloody attempts on 11

November.Battle of the Ancre 13-18 November. The final battle of the Somme offensive, in

which the main attacking force was the Fifth Army (formerly the Reserve Army), which

advanced north and south of the Ancre. The 31st Division failed in its attack over the same

ground it had advanced over on 1 July, although at last Beaumont-Hamel was secured by the

51st (Highland) Division. This was sufficient for Haig to proclaim a success when attending the

commanders-in-chief conference at Chantilly on 17 November to plan operations for 1917. The

Battle of the Somme was over.KEYfront lines, 1 Julyfront line, 2 Julyfront line, 15

Decemberplanned British divisional attacks, 1 JulyFrench divisional attacks, 1 Julyfront-line

German division, 1 Julymain British mines out of 17 plantedapprox. location of Pte

McFadzean’s VC actionBattle of Albert, 1-13 JulyBattle of Bazentin Ridge, 14-17 JulyBattle of

Delville Wood, 15 July-3 SeptemberBattle of Pozières Ridge, 23 July-3 SeptemberBattle of

Guillemont, 3-6 SeptemberBattle of Ginchy, 9 SeptemberBattle of Flers-Courcelette, 15-22

SeptemberBattle of Morval, 25-28 SeptemberBattle of Thiepval Ridge, 26-28 SeptemberBattle

of Transloy Ridges, 1-18 OctoberBattle of the Ancre Heights, 1 October-11 NovemberBattle of

the Ancre, 13-18 NovemberMAP 17 THE STRUGGLE FOR VERDUN, 21 FEBRUARY–15

DECEMBER 1916Notes for Map 17BelligerentsFrenchGermanSecond ArmyFifth ArmyXXX

and VI CorpsIII, VIIR and XVIII CorpsDivisions 21 Feb. for initial German assault2 divisions in

line6 divisions1 reserve34 battalions72 battalionsGunsfewer than 3001,300, inc. many heavy

guns and mortarsCommanderson 21 Feb:Gen. Frédéric-Georges Herr;Maj. Gen. Crown Prince



Wilhelm of Prussiafrom 25 Feb:Gen. Philippe PétainLt Gen. Konstantin von Knobelsdorf (chief

of staff, de facto commander)from 1 May:Gen. Robert NivelleCasualties (during 10

months):351,000 (156,000 dead/missing/prisoners)330,000 (143,000 dead)Result The French

retained Verdun but both armies were crippled and utterly exhausted.Summary• According to

the post-war memoirs of the German chief of staff Erich von Falkenhayn, the objective for the

year was to attack the French at a place from which they could not retreat for reasons of

national pride. His stated aim was not so much to achieve a breakthrough but to bleed the

French Army white by relentless attrition. The place chosen was Verdun, which in February

1916 was weakly defended by second-rate troops and had been denuded of some 50 gun

batteries. The entire Verdun salient was exposed to artillery fire from three sides.• The battle

started on 21 February with a nine-hour artillery bombardment of over 1 million shells

(including gas) and flamethrowers. By 22 February the massive German infantry assault, with

the troops storming forward with rifles slung and grenades in hand, had advanced 3 miles. The

French XXX Corps was only just saved from disaster by the arrival of XX Corps. The next day

Pétain, commander of the French Second Army, was put in command at Verdun and the

defenders lost their most important fort, Douaumont, to a bold German coup de main (see

page 136). The 33rd Regiment – in which Captain Charles de Gaulle, the Free French leader in

World War II and later French president, was a company commander – defended the village of

Douaumont. The arrival of the Second Army halted the German advance in the centre, so they

turned to attack the flanks. Launched on 6 March, the right assault focused on Avocourt and

the Mort Homme/Point 304 features, while on the left the attack was towards Fort Vaux. Again

the fighting was exceptionally fierce and bloody; the Mort Homme did not fall until the end of

May, and Fort Vaux not until 7 June. By this time both sides were exhausted and had suffered

staggering losses in what became known as the ‘hell of Verdun’.• It was during this phase (on

1 May) that Pétain was promoted to command the Central Group of Armies and his place was

taken at Verdun by Nivelle – an extreme exponent of all-out offensive warfare. On 7 June Fort

Vaux fell after a magnificent defence by the garrison under a Maj. Sylvain-Eugène Raynal,

during which his men’s thirst had compelled them to lick moisture from the walls and drink their

own urine. Nivelle then turned to the offensive and, after more prolonged and bitter fighting,

with the ground now just a lunar landscape of overlapping shell holes and craters, retook Fort

Douaumont on 23 October and Fort Vaux on 3 November. The Germans had been driven back

some 5 miles north of Douaumont and the fighting finally ceased by mid-December. Verdun

had been saved; Nivelle was the hero.1917Declarations of War 19176 AprilUS on Germany7

AprilPanama on Germany Cuba on Germany13 AprilBolivia severed relations with the US23

AprilTurkey severed relations with the US27 JuneGreece on Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria,

Germany and Turkey22 JulySiam (Thailand) on Germany and Austria-Hungary4 AugustLiberia

on Germany14 AugustChina on Germany and Austria-Hungary6 OctoberPeru severed

relations with Germany7 OctoberUruguay severed relations with Germany26 OctoberBrazil on

Germany7 DecemberUS on Austria-Hungary8 DecemberEcuador severed relations with

Germany10 DecemberPanama on Austria-Hungary16 DecemberCuba on Austria-HungaryThe

year 1917 was marked by two prodigious events that had huge consequences for both the

Germans and the Allies. The first was the fall of the Tsarist autocracy in Russia and then, in

November, the Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd, causing Russia’s virtual withdrawal

from the war and the opening of peace negotiations that would lead to the signing of the Treaty

of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918. This event had potentially enormous implications for the

Western Front in terms of the Germans being able to bring large numbers of troops and guns

westwards.The second occurrence was the entry of America into the war on the Allied side, the



formal declaration being made in April. Her massive manpower and industrial potential would

more than compensate for the Russian exit from hostilities provided she could deploy her army

to France quickly enough. This became the problem, as the American Regular Army was tiny

and the need to expand tenfold and more would take many months.The year anticipated an

increase in British manpower, with up to sixty-five divisions (including two Portuguese)

expected on the Western Front by the end of March; however, this total was not achieved and

at the end of the year the number of divisions had reached only sixty. This very considerable

force of five armies was complemented by a vast administrative and supply network that

delivered (among countless other items) arms, ammunition, stores, food and equipment, fodder

for almost 450,000 horses and mules, and 6 million gallons of petrol every month.There was

also a marked improvement in tactics (particularly in infantry/artillery/tank/aircraft cooperation),

both offensive and defensive, with meticulous planning, training and the realization of the

importance of the achievement of surprise by the attacker. For the defending Germans the

emphasis was on a flexible defence in great depth, with a network of machine-gun

emplacements, concrete bunkers and the coordinated use of artillery and counterattacks (see

relevant sections below).Since 1916 the Germans had been constructing new defensive lines,

or rather defensive zones, behind their front line south-east of Arras. The Germans called this

the Siegfriedstellung, although the British came to call it the Hindenburg Line after General

Paul von Hindenburg who, with General Erich Ludendorff, conceived the idea (see opposite).

The Allied plan at the start of the year was French. General Robert Nivelle, the new French

commander-in-chief (appointed largely due to his success in recapturing Fort Douaumont at

Verdun), persuaded his government and the British (with difficulty, as several senior political

and military leaders were sceptical) that with surprise and properly coordinated creeping

barrages he could punch a hole in the German defences on the Chemin des Dames ridge

within hours rather than days. The British would support this effort with an attack east from

Arras. The withdrawal of the Germans in late February and March to their newly fortified

Hindenburg Line complicated Nivelle’s plans, but postponed rather than prevented them. The

attacks in April/May, however, failed with unacceptable losses and were the immediate cause

of Nivelle’s dismissal and a series of mutinies in the French Army (see box, page 128).Timeline

1917DateGeneralWestern Front16 Jan.Germans send telegram to Mexico proposing an

alliance with Germany against the USA – this becomes the primary reason for America joining

Allies1 Feb.Germany resumes unrestricted submarine warfare3 Feb.US severs diplomatic ties

with Germany23 Feb.-5 AprilGermans withdraw to Hindenburg Line8-11 MarchBritish capture

Baghdad12 MarchRussian Revolution begins15 MarchTsar Nicholas II of Russia abdicates6

AprilUS declares war on Germany9 April-17 MayBattles of Arras16 April-20 MayFrench

(Nivelle) offensive on the Aisn and in Champagne29 April-10 JuneSeries of mutinies in French

Army10 MayGen. John Pershing appointed commander of American Expeditionary Force

(AEF)15 MayNivelle replaced by Pétain as French commander-in-chief7-14 JuneBattle of

Messines25 June.First American troops land in France31 July-10 Nov.Battles of Third

Ypres15-25 Aug.Battle of Hill 7023 0ct.-l Nov.Battle of Malmaison5 Nov.Allies agree to

establish a Supreme War Council7 Nov.October Revolution in Russia – Bolsheviks seize

power20 Nov-7 Dec.Battle of Cambrai7 Dec.US declares war on Austria-Hungary23

Dec.Russia signs armistice with GermanyThe British Arras offensive gained about 5 miles but

achieved no breakthrough. However, it did have two striking, if comparatively minor, successes.

The first was the capture of Vimy Ridge by the Canadians in April (see Section Two, page 102),

followed by the British Second Army (including Australians and New Zealanders) taking

Messines Ridge in June (see Section Seven, pages 307-10). The latter attack preceded Haig’s



offensive from the Ypres salient, which has become commonly known as the Battle of

Passchendaele – although officially called the Third Battle of Ypres. It was intended to take the

ridge of that name and then strike deep behind the German lines with the ultimate (highly

optimistic) objective of destroying the German U-boat bases on the Belgian coast – Germany

had resumed unrestricted submarine war.The year ended in November with an initially highly

successful attack by the Third Army at Cambrai (see Section Thirteen), using new offensive

tactics and employing several hundred tanks. Unfortunately, the British were unable to exploit

this success.Total losses on the Western Front for the year were almost 760,000 British and

just under 450,000 German.The Hindenburg LineAlthough General Nivelle’s offensives on the

Aisne and in Champagne were postponed due to the German withdrawal to the Hindenburg

Line from February to March 1917, this was not because the new defensive system was

unknown to the Allies. The Germans had started construction as early as September the

previous year and the new works taking shape were spotted by Royal Flying Corps (RFC)

reconnaissance flights in October 1916. German prisoners also supplied information on its

development. The surprise was the timing of the withdrawal.The German High Command

decided that after their huge losses on the Somme there was a need for a strong fall-back

defensive position behind that front. Of equal importance was the desire to shorten the front

generally, thus freeing up troops to constitute a larger reserve force. As a glance at Map 18

shows, there were two salients in the German line. One in the north extended almost 10 miles

west of Bapaume, while the second much larger one to the south extended west of Roye. In

the event, the withdrawal shortened the line by some 25 miles and involved the front line of

April being from 10 to almost 30 miles behind that of February 1917. The saving in troops

holding the line was fourteen divisions.The Germans called the new line the Siegfriedstellung,

a Stellung being a fortified position or area. It was much more a defensive zone than a line,

running for 100 miles between Lens and Reims. There was a second defensive zone about 1

Vi miles behind the first and it too consisted of fire and support trenches some 200 yards apart.

As far as possible it was sited on reverse slopes, with artillery observation posts at least 500

yards behind the front trenches and overlooking them.The whole system was divided into a

‘battle’ zone and a ‘rear’ zone, and as labour became available yet another system was

constructed to complete the rear zone. In front of the battle zone was an outpost zone about

600 yards deep to deny the attacker observation over it. This consisted mostly of small groups

of men armed with light machine guns. In the battle zone there was a chequered arrangement

of fortified posts containing concrete machine-gun emplacements.A sustained industrial effort

had been made in the construction of these works. For example, sawmills had produced

thousands of identical dugout doors, while other factories produced ferro-concrete shelters of

the same pattern.Fronting these positions was a forest of barbed wire fixed to iron corkscrew

pickets. The wire was usually sited in three belts, each 10-15 yards in depth and 5 yards or

more apart, with the belts laid out in a zigzag pattern and flanking machine guns tasked to fire

along the wire. Observation posts were similarly protected and were linked by buried cable to

the guns or headquarters; and a network of light railway track was built to service the new

zones. This huge defensive zone was divided into five sectors or operational areas from north

to south.MAP 18 THE HINDENBURG LINE (SIEGFRIEDSTELLUNG), APRIL 1917MAP 19

MAIN BATTLES OF 1917, THE HINDENBURG LINE AND THE FRONT LINES AT THE START

AND END OF THE YEAR (army locations as at 15 May)Going Over the Top at Third

YpresCaptain J. F. Lucy had served as a corporal and sergeant in the Royal Irish Fusiliers

before being commissioned into the same regiment. Arriving back as an officer, Lucy describes

a typical series of events as seen by a platoon commander as he prepared to lead his platoon,



in this case one he had never met, over the top. The objective was a fortified heap of rubble in

the Ypres salient, formerly the village of Westhoek.Another half-mile of mud brought me to a

small trench in which two officers were seated – the OC ‘B’ Company, Captain Collins, and a

Lieutenant Malone, both Wexford men. Collins was very cheerful. He warned me not to knock

over the little wall of mud along the parados which was keeping out the surface water.‘Come in,’

he then said, ‘and have something to eat.’ An orderly appeared with cold bully beef stew,

potatoes, a bottle of sauce and some earthy bread and promised a cup of tea to follow. I had to

fish for saliva before I ate. Rain began to fall steadily …The Germans knew we were going to

attack them. Night came and with it definite orders for the advance in the morning, and I moved

out to a nearby trench to find my platoon and make myself known to them. I collected the

sergeant and section commanders and explained the plan of attack, which was very

simple.The battalion would go forward in an hour or so and take over a section of trenches

from the English holding the front line. At the first streak of dawn a British creeping barrage

would come down on our front and we would go forward at once and follow the barrage, and

occupy the German first line …Extra shovels were issued and strapped to the backs of

selected men. Empty sandbags were dished out, extra grenades and bandoliers of

ammunition, and water bottles were filled from petrol tins. Greatcoats were rolled and dumped

at company headquarters trench.We arrived thirty strong in the front line, and the English went

out, back to support. Rations, tobacco and rum came up and were distributed, and a double tot

of rum was saved up to be taken by each man just before zero hour. I was glad to see my

sergeant cheerful and carrying himself well. One of the corporals also attracted me. He made a

bet he would reach the second German line before me. I took him on …Hardly anyone slept

that night. There was too much coming and going. Runners, stretcher-bearers, gunner officers,

signallers, Stoke mortar teams and others made perpetual traffic during the darkness. I sat up

and wrote a last letter home by a shaded torchlight … The sergeant roused everyone an hour

before zero and repeated orders. Rum was issued. I went along to inspect the men. Bayonets

were fixed, cartridge clips and grenade pins loosened. Some men had collected boxes, others

had dug holes in the trench side, or placed small ladders to help them clamber out. They stood

facing the parapet, jaw muscles rigid, bayonet-points under cover – waiting.At two minutes to

zero I took a good swig of whisky, saw the nearest men all tensed and ready to climb out, and I

put my whistle to my lips. My heart thumped heavily. Exactly to the second pandemonium

broke loose. I blew my whistle and was up and over, looking back to see my trench emptying

rapidly. Only two men were still struggling to get out – slipped off boxes or something. Good

enough for me. I broke forward into a trot, gripped my whistle between my teeth, pulled a bomb

from my haversack and threw away the pin. With my ready bomb in my right hand and my

revolver in my left I speeded up. Concussions jostled me in my stride. The German

counterbarrage was down.MAP 20 ARRAS OFFENSIVE AND BATTLE OF BULLECOURT, 9

APRIL–17 MAY 1917‘His nerves were in rags’Philip Gibbs (later knighted) was one of the

official British reporters during the war. Below is his description of meeting a young artillery

officer he had known before the war as a journalist in Fleet Street. The meeting occurred early

in the Arras offensive.even Divisional Generals were embittered by these needless losses [a

costly brigade attack near Neuville-Vitasse].Their language was mild compared with that of

some of our young officers. I remember one I met near Henin. He was one of a group of three,

all gunner officers, who were looking about for better gun positions not so clearly visible to the

enemy … Some of their guns had been destroyed; many of their horses killed; some of their

men. A few minutes before our meeting a shell had crashed into a bath close to their hut where

men were washing themselves. The explosion filled the bath with blood and bits of flesh.The



younger officer stared at me under the tilt forward of his steel helmet and said: ‘Hello Gibbs.’ I

had played chess with him at Groom’s Café in Fleet Street before the war. I went back to his

hut and had tea with him … I had heard some hard words before about our generalship and

Staff work, but never anything so passionate, so violent, as from that gunner officer … He

raged against the impossible orders sent down from Headquarters, against the brutality with

which men were left in the line week after week [this was rare – see page 458], and against the

monstrous, abominable futility of all our so-called strategy.His nerves were in rags, as I could

see by the way in which his hand shook when he lighted one cigarette after another. His spirit

was in a flame of revolt against the misery of his sleeplessness, filth, and imminent peril of

death. Every shell that burst near Henin sent a shudder through him. I stayed an hour with him

in his hut …British infantry climb out of the trench to advance during the Battle of Arras.Notes

for Map 20BelligerentsBritishGermanFirst Army: I, XIII and Canadian CorpsThird Army:

Cavalry, VI, VII and XVII CorpsFifth Army (Bullecourt area): I ANZAC, IV and V CorpsSixth

ArmyI Bavarian Reserve CorpsIX Reserve CorpsGuns2,817 artillery pieces1,014 artillery

piecesCommandersFirst Army: Lt Gen. Sir Henry HorneThird Army: Gen. Sir Edmund

AllenbyFifth Army: Gen. Sir Hubert GoughGen. Ludwig Freiherr von Falkenhausen; from 23

April Gen. Otto von BülowCasualtiesjust under 150,000130,000 (estimate)Result A British

advance of up to 5 miles had been made in places but no breakthrough

achieved.SummaryThe British offensive at Arras was conceived in conjunction with the French

High Command, which was simultaneously embarking on a similar massive attack in the south

against the Chemin des Dames and to a lesser extent in Champagne. These offensives formed

the new French commander-in-chief Nivelle’s grand strategic plan for the year, aimed at a

decisive breakthrough of the Hindenburg Line to which the Germans had retreated during

February and March. The BEF’s Arras offensive is officially divided into six major battles:Battle

of Vimy Ridge 9-12 April. The Canadian Corps launched a carefully planned assault on the key

feature of Vimy Ridge (see Section Two, pages 102-4). Moving behind a creeping barrage, the

Canadians succeeded in advancing some 4,000 yards and securing the crest of the ridge

within a few hours. It was a brilliant triumph.First Battle of the Scarpe 9-14 April. The major

British attack of the first day of the offensive east of Arras. When the assault went in it was

snowing heavily and the wind blew the sleet into the faces of the Germans in the first line, who

were largely overwhelmed. By the 14th the attackers had advanced about 3 miles on a 15-mile

front.Second Battle of the Scarpe 23-24 April. Another attempt by the British to advance

eastwards astride the River Scarpe. Stiff German resistance meant the attack was called off on

the 24th.Battle of Arleux 28-29 April. A British and Canadian attack on the enemy positions

between Arleux and Oppy to secure the Canadian position on Vimy Ridge. The Canadians

captured the village of Arleux and, with British assistance, held it against German counter-

attacks. A resumption of the offensive the next day failed to achieve any further gains, and with

mounting losses the attack was halted.Third Battle of the Scarpe 3-4 May. Yet another British

advance east along the river to try to break through the Wotanstelllung, a major defensive part

of the Hindenburg Line. The attack was to coincide with a second assault at Bullecourt.

However, heavy losses forced the operation to be abandoned on the second day.Battles of

Bullecourt 10-11 April and 3-17 May. The first battle involved an assault by the 4th Australian

(see Section Two, pages 110-12) and 62nd (West Riding) Divisions on either side of the village

of Bullecourt. The participating tanks were delayed by bad weather and on the 11th many

broke down, leaving only a few to take part. The Germans had been alerted to the impending

attack and the slight gains made at the start had to be given up. The Australians suffered

severely. The second battle again involved the Australians and British in a bloody struggle for



the village that lasted for two weeks, but little progress was made apart from the capture of the

ruins of Bullecourt. These two battles cost the British over 14,000 casualties, more than half in

1 ANZAC Corps.Notes for Map 21BelligerentsFrenchGermanReserve Army Group: Fifth Sixth

and Tenth ArmiesSeventh ArmyDivisions47 (7 cavalry)26Gunsover 5,0001,000

(estimate)Tanks128 tanksCommandersOverall: Gen. Robert NivelleGen. Max von BoehnFifth

Army: Gen. François MazelSixth Army: Gen. Charles ManginTenth Army: Gen. Denis

DuchêneCasualties (inc. Third Battle of Champagne – Moronvilliers)183,000163,000Result A

French gain of a maximum of 3 miles that included the Chemin des Dames itself. No

breakthrough was achieved and the appalling losses for so little led to the sacking of Nivelle

and the collapse of French morale, which manifested itself in the army mutinies in May and

June (see Section Two, page 128).Summary• Nivelle’s grand plan for early 1917 envisaged a

massive French attack on the Aisne (Chemin des Dames); another, smaller, to the east of

Reims in Champagne; and a British offensive to tie down German divisions and free up French

formations for his main effort. Haig was not enthusiastic, preferring the British assault to be in

Flanders, close to his vital supply routes to the coast. The British eventually, and reluctantly,

accepted attacking in their southern sector at Arras.• On the Aisne, Nivelle believed a

combination of overwhelming artillery bombardments supporting carefully planned infantry

assaults would carry the day, as it had at the recapture of Fort Douaumont at Verdun. As this

map shows, the French had a formidable task attacking uphill to take the Chemin des Dames

plateau. The attack was launched on a 30-mile front a week after the BEF began their Arras

offensive. The Germans were well prepared – the attack was no surprise, as a copy of the

French plan giving details of objectives and timings had been captured; and the weather was

foul – the assault began in driving sleet and rain. German guns and scores of machine guns

wreaked havoc among the gallant attackers. The French bombardment did comparatively little

damage to the deep bunkers and caverns in which the Germans sheltered. The French loss of

around 40,000 on the first day was only slightly less of a bloodbath than that suffered by the

British on the Somme on 1 July the previous year. Nivelle refused to accept failure and the

attacks continued until the third week of May with depressingly similar results.• The futility of

the attacks for minimal gain and no promised breakthrough led, at the end of April and later in

May and June, to the French Army mutinies and the dismissal of Nivelle.KEYFrench and

German front lines, 16 AprilFrench front line at the end of the first dayFrench front line, 20

MayChemin des DamesGerman front-line division, 16 AprilGerman counter-attack division, 16

AprilFrench front-line division, 16 AprilFrench reserve division, 16 Aprilmain French attacks, 16

Aprilground above 450 feetground above 600 feet
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Rick, “This is just what a person interested in touring Western Front battlefields needs to have

with him at all times.. I have had the book for several years. It is basically a large coffee table

book and therefore hard to manage except for reading at a desk. When I saw that a ebook

was available, I jumped at the chance to get it. While, the ebook will never take the place of

the actual book, it is much easier to handle and easy to read. If I have one complaint it is that

the legends and notes that accompany the maps in the ebook are usually several pages away

from the map itself making it hard to page back and forth as your study the map. The only

other complaint is that the title should be The British Army on the Western Front as very little

was told about the French and Americans on the front. That why only 4 out of 5 stars.I own

three companion books by Mark Adkin, this one, Gettysburg, and Trafalgar. All are excellent

and all worth the cost. It was actually when I was at Gettysburg that I realized what an great

help an ebook like this would have been and I have been looking for his Gettysburg book to

come out sometime.”

James W. Durney, “Informative and enjoyable. The most common image of World War One is

thousands of men walking into massed machine gun fire.Nowhere is that image stronger than

the Western Front where Great Britain and France fought Germany.This image contains a good

deal of truth while hiding the complex nature of the fighting.Technology trumped tactics and

communications to create hell.Much of “modern warfare” comes out of this hell.Airplanes

appear in World War One, tactical bombing, observation and control of air space become

critical.Automatic weapons, grenades, flame throwers become standard issue to soldiers

ending the rifle only armies.Shovels, picks, barbwire and concrete become critical items.In No

Man’s Land, modern infantry small unit tactics are developed.Artillery dominates battles with

indirect fire requiring communications or guesswork.Rolling barrages, pre-attack

bombardment, counter battery fire over long distances change the application of artillery

fire.Tanks and anti-tank weapons appear.Poison gas and protective gear change the rules of

war as gasmask are still issued.This multi-color oversized book captures all of the above and

much more.Actual photographs, illustrations, coupled with “then & now” pictures are a visual

treat that complements the intelligent text.Year by year, the reader follows the war in thru

battles and changes in equipment.This makes for an enjoyable learning experience.This book

is useful as an introduction and/or a reference to the Western Front in an enjoyable format.”

HMS Warspite, “The Western Front.... What author Mark Adkin did for the Battles of Trafalgar,

Waterloo, and Gettysburg, he now does on a larger scale for World War I's Western Front. In a



bit over 500 pages, Adkin describes the origins of the First World War, the armies that fought

on the Western Front from1914 to 1918, and their combat and support arms. There are

chapters devoted to the new weapons, the tank and the airplane. Another chapter

concentrates on the conduct of trench warfare. A final chapter sums up the indelible mark an

appalling war left on Europe for a generation or more.Adkin's narrative manages to be

informative for the experienced student of the conflict while remaining accessible to the general

reader. The narrative is enhanced by lots of maps, graphics, and photographs. The collection

of photographs might justify the book on their own. Explicit diagrams break down some

representative and complicated combat actions. There are numerous embedded vignettes on

various generals and heroes. All in all, an excellent reading experience, and very highly

recommended.”

MAMC., “A Modern Masterpiece..... At last a book about the First World War that grabs your

attention and interest in a most attractive manner, despite the horrendous story to be told

within. For the most part the First World War has been written about in drab lumbering tomes,

with dreary sepia photographs and in-comprehensible maps. And so be it, after all it was the

most terrible of all wars.... But here in this book we now have the means to get through those

terrible times effortlessly, as its format allows us to find different aspects of the war which might

interest us, at our fingertips. It starts with the assassination in Sarajevo, and moves through the

war year by year quite quickly with super maps to follow major battles and events. These maps

are very well presented in colour and easy to follow, I find it strange to praise maps of any

description, as I have always found battle maps, confusing and time consuming to say the

least. The rest of the book details the various Armies, and much much more, like VC's won,

Artillery Units, Machine Gun operations, Commanders, the Air War, Tank Warfare, Trenches,

Support Services, and so on..... One piece of information I found incredible was given at the

start of each year of war, and that was the number of various countries going to war with each

other across Europe and beyond, right up to the end. It would be laughable if we were not

talking about the vast number of young soldiers and civilians losing their lives for nothing much

more than the old men ruling these various countries b******g at each other.... (and we're

supposed to be living in a crazy world today?) The book is a modern masterpiece, easy on the

eye and waiting to be opened again and again to provide much information on those terrible

times.......”

Richard95, “Excellant book. As an amateur historian, I have quite a large amount of books and

documentation on WWI, this particular book is presented in Chronicles style and is a mine of

information, with many details often overlooked by other books. It is welle presented and

enjoyable to read. Heavily documented a very good all rounder.”

Nglaws, “Excellent effort from Mark Adkin, as good as his others.. Fantastically illustrated and

presented book on the Great War. For those with a keen interest in this conflict, you can do no

wrong if you can avoid the list price and pick it up a bit cheaper. Some great facts and put

together in a clever format. A really good effort to compliment the authors other companion on

different conflicts.”

Tim Colman, “One stop shop for an overview of the Great War on the Western Front.. More

than adequate detail and engagingly written. The maps illustrating the various battles are really

very good and this book would be a great source for anyone planning to either visit the area or

(dare I say it) wargame the divisional actions described.I bought a 2nd hand copy that was in



excellent condition, despite only being packaged in a plastic bag for transit!”

DBWM, “Brilliant!. I have all of Mark Adkin's guides, and each one is just terrific. It's difficult to

imagine how one could better this book...just buy it if you are interested at all in WW1.”

The book by Mark Adkin has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 78 people have provided feedback.
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