	Do the commanders of the First World War deserve their reputation as ‘Butchers and Bunglers’?

	Timeline
	New situation, old tactics.

	1914

Outbreak of war 

1915

Stalemate on the Western Front, but success for the Central Powers elsewhere

1916
Battles at Verdun and the Somme

1917

Allied failures at Passchendaele and along the Aisne 

1918 

The Great German Spring Offensive - and Defeat
	 Trenches this big had never been used before 
· 700 miles of trenches stretching form the Belgium coast to the Swiss frontier

· yet, the distance between enemy trenches could be as little as 100-200 meters 

…To break the stalemate on the Western Front Tanks, aeroplanes, and poison gas were used and direct attacks with troops going over the top. Even the German generals, considered the best in the war used the suicidal tactics of sending troops over the top to attack.

	The battle of Verdun (1916)

Planned by Erich von Falkenhayn, attrition of French fortress system around Verdun. He Calculated:

· French pride wouldn’t allow them to give up

· Three French solders would die for every German killed…thus France would be ‘bled white’ 

There was a insensitive German attack on Verdun (the first time flame throwers had been used). But French troops & supplies poured in to defend Verdun. 

21 February onwards, defended by the French General Pétain and his troops.

· Strong defensive tactics

· ‘they shall not pass’

Consequently ‘the battle became a hell from which neither side could escape.(Brendon: 36)’. By June the Germans had taken Fort Vaux and were within a few miles of the Verdun fortress.  By July the area became a mass of mud and rubble and the Germans abandoned the attack.

Consequences?

· Pressure on allies to attack elsewhere on the Western Front.  -The battle of the Somme had begun

· 500 000 French and 400 000 German casualties.

· Germany didn’t launch any more offensives on the western front until 1918 

· General Falkenhayn was replaced with Generals Hindenburg and Ludendorff

	The battle of the Somme

Planned since March 1916, General Haig helped plan the attack.  He wanted to show British strength, but Joffre’s aim was only to wear the enemy down.  This was done by a week of heavy allied fire over the German trenches and then an attack involving troops walking through no-man’s-land to get to enemy trenches.  Kitchener’s New Army’ had arrived and there was pressure from Verdun to begin the attack. The troops went over the top on the 1st July.  As planned, one week before the attacks the British bombarded German lines with more artillery.

	The allied Bombardment

	Objectives
	Consequences

	To demolish German 

· barbed wire

· communications 

· guns

· trenches

…so that it would be easier and safer for a British attack on enemy trenches.
	Around one and a half million shells fired.

German troops spent days in their nine-meter shelters 

created large craters in no-mans land.

cut all British telephone lines.

did not harm their guns or trenches and the barbed wire remained uncut.



	Haig’s second in command, General Rawlinson, realised the bombardment hadn’t worked and thought that it would be a good idea ‘to proceed by shorter steps’ but he did not tell this to Haig – as he didn’t like criticism of his plans.
	Haig wrote in his diary that the wire had ‘never been so well cut’. So the plan continued.

	As the British troops went ‘over the top’ they were ‘mown down’ by the German machine guns. Some battalions were destroyed within minutes, and only a few reached enemy lines to fulfil their objectives.



	Outcome?

It was the worst ever day in British military history with 60 000 casualties, of those 20 000 had been killed.  The battle to continued for another four and a half months, It involved troops from Australia, Canada, Newfoundland, New Zealand, South Africa as well as Britain and France .  It made soldiers seriously question the point of the war and the way it was waged.  By November, when it ended in terrible weather, around 650 000 allied soldiers had been killed or wounded compared to about 500 000 German soldiers.  Only six miles of territory was gained, though it did help in saving Verdun.
After the war, Haig was awarded £100 000 by the government, made an earl, then (in 1921) a Baron. 
  
	Combined losses at the Somme and Verdun may have significantly impacted the ultimate defeat of Germany.

	
	Possible essay questions

1) Is it fair to accuse the generals of attritions of causing ‘useless slaughter’ on the western front?

2) Do the commanders of the First World War deserve their reputation as ‘butchers and bunglers?’

	The Haig controversy

	The critics
	The supporters

	· British historian Lloyd George 
· Post was strategist J.Fuller and Liddell Hart 

· Siegfried Sassoon Poem ‘the General’ created a harsh, long lasting impression

· 1960s popularity of ‘oh what a lovely war’ in theatre and cinema (an anti British general film/play) 
· 1961 Alan Clarks book The Donkeys (taken from the supposed conversation between the two German Generals Ludendorff and Hoffman:

Ludendorff: 'The English soldiers fight like lions.'

Hoffman: 'True. But don't we know they are lions led by donkeys?')
· 1988 John Laffins Book British Butchers and Bunglers of the First World War. 

· BBC’s Blackadder Goes Forth, Stephen Fry was able to depict Haig as a ‘Chateau General ’, with the point of the battle to ‘move General Haig’s drinks cabinet ten yards nearer to Berlin’
The wartime Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, was one such critic. 
	Some modern writers such as John Terraine, Paddy Griffith, Peter Simkins claim:

· That improvements in the British army made by the Generals have been overlooked

· The British army in the beginning was small and colonial 

· Germanys army was over 30 times bigger than the British army.

· Britain had to fight against the strongest army in the world.

· British leadership grew in strength and fighting ability, an example of this being there ability to take over from the French after Verdun as Germany’s deadliest enemy.

The allies knew they couldn’t remain defensive forever as it was politically unsound and it would allow the German troops to transfer to the eastern front and take Russia out of the war. 

Gary Sheffield military historian thinks the battle of he Somme turned the British troops into a ‘hard-bitten and effective force’

	· 
	Possible essay question
Does Haig deserve his reputation as ‘the Butcher of the Somme’?

	Conclusion

Haig didn’t rate very highly the new weaponry available for the war; and in 1915 he said, "The machine gun is a much over rated weapon". He was under the old fashioned belief that the cavalry would be able to win the battle. Even so, the huge successes of the British and Dominion forces in the 8th August and 11th November 1918 were largely due to Haig, who was commanding them.

He was kept in the dark over many things; he was expected to make plans without knowing the real situation. For example he was told there were only 40000 casualties and he wasn’t told that the wire hadn’t been cut.  But in response he wrote that the causality figures couldn’t ‘be considered severe in view of the numbers engaged, and the length if front attack.’  Here I believe he was wrong. The first day of the battle of the Somme was the worst day in British military history, 60000 causalities for very little ground. Most historians agree that the cost in human terms was too high for relatively little gain.  The battle of the Somme was a mass slaughter of troops from many countries. Yet the attack was called off by Haig on 18 November 1916 and is technically a British victory.  

I do not agree with the myth of the uncaring generals, as 78 Alliance officers of the rank of “Brigadier Genera” died on active service and 146 were wounded. This proves that not all the Generals were as far from the front line as Haig.  There were some generals who were more in touch with there troops than Haig, ie General Pétain and Falkenhayn.
The battle of Neuve Chappelle in 1915 should have been a lesson for Haig, instead he insisted to continue ‘regardless of loss’. At the time, the prime minister, David Lloyd George was unhappy with Haig’s tactics in the Somme, but he did very little about it. 
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