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DAllIance At A rnageddon : Franco-Eritish ~.1litary Cooperation ,
1914~ 1.918”

Major Will1a’-~ RIchard Grif f i ths , U.S. Army Command. and
General Staff College

The manner in which the All ied military forces of

the First World War were coordinated has had an enormous

Influence upon subsequent alliance doctrines. The necessity

for cooperat ive military efforts , the detailed coordination

of a].]. national resources and the interaction of military

decisions with the entire fabri.c of society were lessons

painfull y learned during the first total war. Met, while these

lessons are generally accepted, their actual application

during the First World War has been distorted. by the self-

serving part icipants and observers who were outraged at the

destruction and misery which accompanied the war.

The exact methods by which the Ent.ente Powers control-

led and coordinated their military might are examined herein.

Prom informal and imprecise methods of personal diplomacy to

the formal structure of the Supreme Allied War Counc il , four

distinct periods of positive relationships existed. During

the f irst period, military cooperation was based upon the

personal prestige of General Joseph Joffre. Joffre filled a

vacuum in political leadership by influencing the military

strategies of England, Russia and Italy along coincidental

lines.

In 1916, the political leaders reasserted their power

and relieved Joffre. They further instituted a system of
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co! ’:::1L.:~er. ~~~~ sy~~ em soon f~ i).ed and hrcuc~ht diser ~d~ t

upon :;~‘~~ polIt l .cianc i~ho I’~~ devI sed. it .

Durthg the period “hich follo~:ed , little In the ~ay

of cooperative mili tary effort  ~-‘as attempted . The Supreme

All5 ed “ar Council , wi th  ~ts hoard of i-ermanont Li l i tary

~cpr~ scnt~ tI’:es , ~•‘as instituted as a formal sybtem to ensure

positii.V c ci l ita ryVcoop 3r a~ ion and r>olitical control in

J.~~~2T: 1917. }!o-~ ver, th~ po3 lt lea ’. lImitatic ’rir~ of tiac Cou~idll

Cnd the adamant opposition of tx~e field commanders hept this

‘Dr~anizatIon from idevi~ -~ Its full potentiaL.

rinally, after a series of military reverses , an

3’;erall c ; . ~a~~’cr of’ Allied forc es— ~a G orF~.Is3Ii~o— — ~-as

n-~tn’ed. The appo intnc~.nt of Larshal Foch ovar Field.-Larsh~l

Haig and General ~~tain was nade only eight months before

f i r~ai victory . :-3ecause this SO 1P.t iVOfl ~is in effect  at the

concl~~~ on of hos t i l i t Ies, it~ importance has been Greatly

e~: L.erated ar.d insu f f i cien t  examinat ion of the proLlems end

solut ions of the preceding arrangements has been made .

TJsi~~~ the historical method. of Investi gat ion , this

thesis attempts to reexamine the evolution of the military

coordination systems employed throughout the war. The sources

relied. upon include the extensive literature on the Great “ar ——

person~-ü accounts , the officIal  h~.stories , r~nd the diverse
V 

lrLterp~etatIcns of the Interve:~in~ years . One source used

“h~.ch h:~. ’~ ‘.~eerL .t ~~erto u~~ ~1able l~s th~ ~ r ivate I-~ pei~s
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p ’etrath ’~ ar.d re’ e ul ir ~: oric~1nal docu~.,:~j nt~; !~~~VO ~~~~~ ~~~~ V C ~

in p~ Iv11e’~ecI confiJence for ~:ore than f i f t y  years by tL~
F Ic la— r: arshel ’ s son. Their r~1.eise allo, .s a more balance~i1

account and l,nterpretation of military cooperation during the

• war.

The conclusions reached by this  study are that the

actual operation of the Entente military machinery was haphaz—

ard ar.cl extremely vulnerable to personal and polItical pressure .

In fact , the personalites of Joffre, liaig, and P~tain influ-

ence~1. the actual conduct of operat ions much more than has

been previously suspected. In con~unct1on with this fact,

the gro~.ring Importance of the Er itish Armies in France during

the concluding two years made Haig a primary factor in the

final result.

Another conclusion is that the i~ascent Allied Supreme

~.tar Counc il ~as a potenU’Uy Important system which could

have been developed. to direct the combined military power

efficiently. However previous political blunders and the op-

position of the f ield commanders doomed this experiment to 
V

a peripheral role.
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If his tory , çart iculanly mil i tary  history , is to be

~~r~i . :~oi~~ tY”•~n &.n .terc’st~ r :~ recount of the past , cer t~-~ r~
çar~1lel~ or thr~a~ s of cont inu i ty  niust be dIscerned for :u~~-.

5r. c~ i’rent £~nd future aff ~ irs. Thcse threads of co~ t inu~ ty

are of ten d if fi cu l t  to trace arid when ev :dence Is present ed. to

sho- .’ C relationsh p bet~~ en t~7o e’ie’~’its it 1.3 subject to disput~~.

Despite this, there dces appear to have been a direct

I ink bet ’~een the command systems used to coord inate the combined

m i l i t a r y  operations of the Allies iii th3 ~ ir~t and Second J.~

V 
wars . Sov~ .‘aJ. rca~:ons for this çaralle) is’i are appar~n:t. The ~~~~~~~~~~~

V 

“~r~ :~ .:~aEe~ ~~ :~~~s~~ than t~’enty years and. as a result ~r3~ y of’

the ~ 5l i t~iry an 3. rol lt± eal  leaders ‘.rh~ played pivitol roles ~n

thc scconJ ¶ V~ar had part icipated In the decisions of the f i r s t .

The procedure of unifyirg the mil lt&ry effor ts  of dlvt.r se

aflies t’as accepted from the f i rs t  war and eniplo j ed with effect—

V I~;er~e~~ by the leaders of the second. It may seem inconsequent ial

If an hfetorlcal purist insists that the right lessons were

learno~~, but for the wronp reasons . Yet it Is submitted that

the rnisca)cu~~ t iVcn which succeded. so wonderfully in the SecorLd

‘Jc~’ld “er has cont~.nued into the post war era. The doctrins

tna t  th~ best ~etho i of achieving mi lit a ry  cooperation Is to

a ~~~r-n-’~’ r.imander per sists today despite flaws in

r~ - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
~~~~ fa~ lu~’c: in prac~ Ice .

I
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anJ ccorn ::~ic .~.;s i • T’:~ .~ ~i r:~ t. st;e~) ‘~ .is follo~ erI ~y th~
Or .fli~ ;tt.~~Of1 of the 1.’icster;l U~~ ’~n i)efense Organization with

?icid-: :ar ~~ .~1 Berna~’:i ;:~ nt~ o. •~rv a~; the per m anent cha~r~ an

of th~ rV~ fl(1, Nav .~1. and A!r Crr:~::~~d~ r z In Co:n~ it tee. 1

The internat lor.a) ten.~~on which dominated the ~‘ients

of’ p~~ t_ ? f orld ~inr TI Europe w~ s caused by the ~ress1ve

forc i~ :~ ~ol icy  o ’ the Soviet Un~o~~. The unu~uai condition

of “Cold ~lar ’1 caused the ~:c~ tcrn ~eraocrac ies to accept the

extr~ ord m ary restraints t~~on their sovere ignty and fore ign

policy required by the I ormat ~ on of a 1unctionin~ defensive

o r n ~iz ~’.t ion durir g no~ i.nally peaceful t imes.

Joined by Canada and the United Stat:os, the najority

of  ~~~~c~r~i European states cor~tir,ued the concept of the West;-

em Union and formed the North At lan t i c  Treaty Organization

on April  J~, i9 i~9. 2 NATO ’s pr ovisioz ’s for do~ rnon defense

re quired an expansion and fur ther  defin i t ion  of its plV.edessor I s

rn l l i t c&rv  organ i zat ion and coI:r: lOnd s tructure .

Under the threat of renewed host i l it ies  and having

the succc~~ of the past war fresh in their  mind s , it is

understandable that the NATO allies fell back upon the

corn:~and formulas which had been used in the Second World War.

This was espec ially to be expected when General of the Army

~~~~~~ D. Eisenho~ cr aszu~ e.d cc’r mand as the f i rs t Supreme

AllI ed Cor~riandcr of ~ATc . Ei s~ nh~~rcr had been a primary

f~~’~ c.~” In ~,hc ~~~~~~~ cf t~ -~ c.”;~~.1;. I ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ cor.’Iuctc,j
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t ’r.~~ V po st—war ~n~ lit ary  com .and .3 General E.5s enh o~-:er wa~ able

to fc ’st ’jr cooporat icn ~
V
~~1t h aF tt  bei~~ ah V 1c~ to enforce It an~

his  n-~rsonal i ty  in this situat ion allowed the combined

structure to fun c t ion .

Yet peacetime and the defense—oriented NATO military

e~ tabi I~ hment which Eisenhower now “ cociuanded was incon~par—

ably rrore complex and laden ~:ith problers. In the f i rst  placc

t~~ incrc~isod number of par t ic ipat ing al] .ies m ultipl i ed the

proble-’.~. It must be borne in mind tha t the ccc~Lthed

opcr~ ti.o~.s of ‘.‘orld ~1ar II were In actua’1.ity those of  two

fair ly  equal pertners---Unlted States and Great Britain ,

represemtin~ the Ei’itish Cor~r~c;rwealth. ~ow there were 1’ ~ ft;cen

sovereign powers enrolled in , the caus3. The mi litary  powe r

of the Unj t~ d States far  exceeded the  comi in~.d forces of all

her allies. Some mem bers , such as Iceland and Lu.xembourg, had

nothing whatsoever to contribute to concerted military action.

Furthermore , the sociological problems of disparate

partners we re brought into greater prominence. Differences in

language , economies , cultural and ed.ucat~oral standards added

to those which wore the result of each nation ’s separate

military t ra ’lition. The political problems of joining the

1 ATC Partners were also im mense. The ancient animosit ie s

be t’:een Frenchman and. German and those between Turk and

~r~ ’~ : wc. ’~ no t :~.ei 1 y e:,~oo~ hr~1 over. ~~~ na~ iona1 ob j ce t iv~~ 

___ :~~~~ ~~~~~~~- - - - -~~
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of’ ~3ch ~~:
‘ V . e . ’ , ho~•’e v~.r , ir ’~ludc - 1 secur i ty  Ire:’ the

s . . . 

~~~ t hr . : :C.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ f Lw ’~ ~~~~~~ ~~v ~~~~ ~ . ! t ~~:‘  ~ ‘. .~~~.

t ions of the  ~oa1 I t ion 01’ the Si:eond ‘~To r1d ~‘f ~ r I a a

before the :~- t t~ onal War College :

~~~~~~ c~ ‘. frequently find a solution
to a very d i f f i c u l t  ar~ ument among themselves , when you
put in fc ’j r or fl-i c ~:i t’n mey~~ one or t~—’o of La t in
ter:pera~ erL , I don ’t kn ow ~~:‘C would happen. But I
do thank the -ods of ~ar for th i s  one thing , that wekonly had two ~~~ 1itary partners to work with.

111th this part ial listing of the differences between

the alliance for ~.e5. at the Arcadia Conference in 1942 and the

si tuat ion In 1950 , it does seem that a reevaluation of the

factors of combined command should have been made ; yet it

was not. The principles of combined staff and command structures

~‘zere ).1f’tci., ~r lth changes ed.decl on.1.y to f i t  n~w polit~~ al

considerat.Ions or natioria] . status . The~ o changes , it m~iy ba

added , r ::eyely confused and further  diluted th~ already weak

cor~w~nd structure. The key point which the allies of NATO

failed to realize was thct t the situation of the Second World

War was unique . In fact , the final report of the General

Board of the UnIted. States Forces , European Theater of

Operations concluded precisely that point :

It would have been impractical to have attempted the
same degree of Integration L~

f military command and
staff runc t i.on~7 had th~ other ally been a non—
Engl i sh  speaking nation.... Had the French army been
in beth.7 and. ready to par4-icioate in the invasionL&f z ’ n ~~7.. . it Is doubtful if S}!AFE L~upremne
Headquarters , AllIed. Forces ,~ FuropQ7 coul.i. have
been as closely integrated. ~

It mtw~t be the fw’dat~ental tenet of any military or

p~ lI tic.i~ 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ that ~O er~ 1 Li ~t at ac  enter inte such 

V V  . V _~fl.V~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -- V
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c~ri1 y lit O r’dc’7 to attain common objectives which

th~ y zt :~~ eo~ v :r’ct - I are unattainable singly. TMAlmoet by

H defin3~~ cn alliances have a limited l ife—cycle , unless they

become tr - ’~wormed into fe~ierations or some organic poli t~. cal

relatior r~ip. u J  Es~.ecially in peacetime the Ind ividual

attitu~ of the p: ’rr. on various issues will diverge

an~ the c ~~~~~ th:eat may also change. These factors whIch

must be expected over a period of years will impair the

cohesion of the alliance and. force its modification or

dIs~olut5on. -

In his general study of international alliances ,

George Liska po~nts out :

Cohesion itself cannot be the supreme value for
individual allies , as long as an alliance is a limited
c~-~ and 1~ served by a FerJmncnt organization.... Itcannot al~~ Vy s be such fC r the all~arice as a whole,when too much unity would decrease the political efficacy
of the association, no~ably with regard to countries other
than the adversary....’

While In theory the I ATO comitand. structure indicatos

a fairly thoroughgo Irig trctn~lation of United States combined

and jo in t  operational doctrine , the practical effect of the

treaty is extromely limited, in practice. This is especially

true in the perogatives and authority of the central military

coordinator. In an interview prior to France ’s military

withdrawal from NATO , U. S. Undersecretary of State George

Ball interpreted the Supreme Commander’s authority thusly:

In NATO there is no integration of operational
comni~and in peacetime except with regard. to certainair-defense units.... With this or.e exception, no
French soldier cen be given an order to mnaI~e thesl~~ hte~~t ~.:o~.-e by ar.ior~e but the Frenth command .

‘:en ~n c~ ~~~~~ of w~ r , ~;roops woul l be placed under
~~~ o;’::’-~ . .~. e ~~~~~~~ ce:.’r.~ ‘wI o~’ -~J only if th~ L I F r V ~~~ch 

fT:~~’— 
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Goverwncn~ decuied it 2tece~ i~ry,’ under art~IcI~ Vof the North Atlantic Treaty. Conscqu~ntly , ror
the ~.\TO coamand to be able to dispose of Fren~h
force3 , a nat ional deci sion , mad.e by the French
Gover ~’’~ it , woi’ld ~ neccssary. 8

With thi s fr-~nt~ appraisal of the actual military

signi:”icance of the NATO military command , it is apparent

that the ~~e~’ states are riot nearly as commited to concerted

milit ary ac~ ion as is often assumed. 9 Given the radically

altered international situation of today compared with that

at the t ime of NATO ’s f ounding , it Is hardly surprising that

the recovered European partners are no longer willing to

subjec t their nat ional armed forces to the authority of a

supreme combined commander. In addition , the strategic

stalemate between the Soviet Union an~ the United States

and the later ’s r~~rai obl igation to provide a ‘nuclear

umbrella ’ to Western Europe mitigate again~t a conventional

military coal ition with any real effectiveness. Despite these

circums~arAces the western powers have r;een f i t  to maintain

the illusion of coequal military status whIle in reality,

depending al:~ost entirely upon the thermonuclear might of

one member of the alliance——the United States of America.

Paul Guthn, in his assessment of the military and.

political strategies of the First World War, alludes to the

seeming enigma of such a course of action:

...the actual course of military operations can
only ‘be rendered meaningful through an u~rderstandingor...grand s~rategy~~elitIcal cbjectivef7.... Linadditio~7 strabe~ic policy is the outcome of a- variety of pelitlce.l and military pressures , is in
fact closely related to the over-all fabric of
national life. 10

- 
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v i i
If’ the tragic struggle of the First World War, which

nearly destroyed the entire pol1tlca) ~;1.ruetur ’ of ~~‘~~:, ‘~~~V t c r n

Europe, could not enforce ~c~’ -
~ ~~ L~1 lit ;lry ‘~~~~~~~t~~t ’~ kin ,

it is doubtful if the current ecnse of dari~er will provide

• such an Impetus. The western democracies now pursue indepen-

dent foreign policIes and their fear of the over.~:helmIr.g

m ilitary power of the Warsaw Pact nations has gradually,

but irrevocably, receded.

In such c ircumstances it is , from the purely military

standpoint , wasteful and deluding to maintain the form of

mili tary cooperation without concomitant surrender of

sovereign perogatl.ve.

Before a complete investigation of the continuing

thread of coalition warfare doctrine can be undcrtake~i, the

genesis of this system c’uring the Fi r s t  World We.r must be

Und.ers~ OOd . This  paper ~iul exam~no ~he development of the

concept of ~ntei’~iational milit ary coopcration during the

Great var. The theories and machinery utilized to achieve

co~bir.ed goals ~‘rill be dealt ‘~ith . Once the period 191L1.

through 1918 is placed in perspective , further  research into

the propogation of these theories should be possible.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~_________ ~~~~~~~~~~~
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CHA PTER I

INTRODUCTION

• The impact of the First World War—-called In its

time the Great War--upon the history of mankind was

cataclysmic In nature . It has been descrIbed as a curtain

separat ing a former way of life from the present and

certainly the changes wrcught during the conflict justify

this analogy .’ The dominant societies of the earth were

V rent by forces which caused immense human suffering and

grinding economic loss. The war also stimulated radical

changes in the political framework of the world and

accelera ted the soc ial equalizatl.on of the democratic

revolution. The war spurred the technological sophistica-

tion of industry and, marked the transmutation of the goals

of the scientific and industrial revolutions from basic

invention and. consumer production to those of feeding the

insat iable demands of modern warfare .

Due to the bitterness and fear aroused by thI s

period of madness , the peoples who had greeted war with

patr iotic enthusiasm tried to forget It upon its conclusion.

Before the last guns were s ilenced by the arm ist ice , a wave
• of arti—war sentiment swept over all levels of western

society . People made a nearly psychotic att’?mpt to blot out

the bloody memories of the conflict and thus assure that

1
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such devastation would never happen again. 2 The Anglo-

Am erican community , espec ially , refused to accept this war

as an historically relevant event. As a direct result of

this attitude , it was forced to continue the struggle less

V than a quarter of a century later.3

The histor ical military lessons of the Great War

have been clouded by the stupendous catalog of miscalcu-

].ations, false premises , and. irreso]ute action compiled by

the military forces of all participants. It is difficult to

look for universal truths in operations which were, on the

whole , miserable failures. But these lessons must be sought

after even amidst the rubble of ~pres and Gallipo].i if we

are to understand the evolution of total war. and, place the

Great War In Its proper historical setting. Recent critics

— 
of the method in which this war was waged have judged the

leaders of the contending powers by the criteria of later

years and have adopted the outrage of hindsight.

In searching for the lessons of the greatest

military signif icance in the First World War , two stand out
promincntly. The first was the realization by military men

that technological advances wrought during the nineteenth

century were dominant factors on the field of battle and
V 

could rio longer be ignored by their Inward-looking caste.4

A second lesson was that the control of political—military

coalitions in modern war is a delicate task but one which,
if ignored, can nullify successes in all other fields . The

generation which followed the one decimated in the Great



3
‘~1ar learned both of these lessons well, even If it drew the

wrong conclusions from them. The Western Allies misinterpret-

ed the dominance of mechanical devices and prepared for

future war in a defensive posture. The defeated Germans

correctly assessed the possibilities of using machines in a

decisive strategy. They rebuilt their armed forces with a

mobile offensive doctrine, Implemented with tanks arid.

mechanized infantry supported by close air bombardment. This

initiative restored the war of movement and the superiority

of the offensive over the defensive in the Second World War.

Western military leaders reviewed. the period of

repeated failure on the battlefield from the onset of the

war until a unified supreme command was achieved. upder

General Ferdinand Foch in Narch 1918.~ From these post-war

studies, the democracies der ived the correct moral that
unity of effort Is the bedrock upon which all other projects

must be based in coalition warfare. A~ a direct result , they

established such unity of command in the Second World War.6

But while the democracIes drew the proper lesson in this
instance, events indicate that the supreme direction of the

Great War was never an effective tool. Victory was attained

by tenuous military cooperation based upon personalities. H

The tactics and, strategy which finally succeeded were the

very same plodding and. unimaginative ones which so revolted 
- 

-~
the sensibilities of the inter—war critics. Despite the fact H

that success quickly followed the establishment of a Supreme

Command In the First World War , historIcally It Is necessary

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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to rt~t’xit m 1.ne the ml 1.1 t~ ry r e l at i onuh ip~; of thu Entente k~OWut ’~

~i~iiI cl : tr l  t’y tIi ’,~ peP3 OiLL~l inf l ucnc e~ wh i ch  contributed to

victory .

More than providing an i~iterestthg historical

exercise, a clarification of the exact methods of achieving

unity of effort during the First World War vrill serve as a

direct link with current Western military doctrine. Today

the nationw of the free World base their military strategy

upon a number of’ overlapping treaty commitments in peacetime
V 

which envision concerted. military action upon the outbreak

of hostilities.7 The obvious need for an alliance philosophy and.

a general military policy in coalition warfare has yet to

produce anything but the most ambiguous guides. The three aims

of combining forces of two or more natIons are given as:

1) Centralized control

2) Decentralized execut ion of orders

V 
and. 3) Development of common doctrine.8

The truth that the actual military arrangements L
between member states of a coalition must ‘await the final

conditions of the treaty which binds them is not denied.

Additionally the numerous problems presented by sociological ,

military and political differences Is readily admitted by

current doctrine. Yet these hinderences are brushed aside to

assure that there will be unified command within geographical

regions. It Is apparent that some functional grouping of the

coalition’s land, naval and air forces will be attempted .

It 1.s the purpose of this paper to trace the develop-

ment of this western f ixat ion upon certa in methods of

- - — ~V V •  - - .— -~~~~~ —. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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ach1e v ln~ un i ty  of effort in combinud oper3tionr3 di rec t ly

to the Allied experiences of the First World. War. Secor~uly ,

the paper proposes that the true nature of’ the military

cooperation which existed during the Fi rs t  Wo rld War has

never been fully understood and, has , In turn , fostered
4 misconceptions which exist today despite vastly different

frames of’ military and polItical reference.

It is fully conceded. that theory , in any field , is

important only inasmuch as it Improves practical execution.

Yet theory should be constantly reviewed. and. based. upon as

clear a reading of human behavior as possible. As Peter Paret

V points out in his article on the much misunderstood thoughts

of Carl von Clausewitz:

Theory and practice L3n warfar~7 should be
cognizant of one another, but it is erroneous to
expect them to coincide . Thsory must take into
account the infinite diversity of actual war and
avoId the restrictive character that pertains to

any synthesis. Its task is not to produce a guid.e
for action, but to help educate judgernent and.
to provide ideal standard.s with which’to measure
and evaluate the forms that war assumes in reali ty. 9

Only the methods of’ military cooperation will be

examined here; the political advantage or necessity of

forming a military alliance will not be considered. It Is

assumed that political factors may far overshadow the

military expediency of such arrangements , especially during

periods of uncertain peace. Yet if the forms of’ military

cooperation are retained for other than military reasons,

the leaders who control the inst itut ions thus created must

be constantly aware of this subtle dIfference.

_____
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British Expeditionary Force to the Continent in early

• October 1939, Its commander , Lord Gort , was subordinated to
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the Armed Forces Staff College (“NATO ’s Historical Founda-
tIon and. Cor.tlnuing MIssion”), 26 November 1968.

9Feter Paret , “Clausewltz and the Nineteenth Century ,”
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CHAPTER II

COALITION FOR TOTAL WAR

The nineteenth century ended on August 5th 1914. An

era of relative tranqvility which had begun with the fall of

Napoleon was shattered by the clash of the continental

European nations. The western world was to be shrouded, by a

destructIve war for the next four years and the body which

emerged from this consuming conflict would bear little

resemblance to the frivolous and naIve society which so

eagerly accepted the Great War.

With the onset of war also came an end. to an era of

unilateral military action)’ The scope and intensity of the

war was soon to become so great that the principal belligerents

required the sustenance of their allies. These bonds of mutual

support, which had In fact contributed to the outbreak of the

war , were to become famIliar in the twentieth century . An

era of military and political self-help was to give way to

one of’ mutual security in peace as well as in war.

V 
When Great Britain’s leaders allowed her to become

enmeshed In Continental political and military affairs, it

was only a matter of time for this dramatic shift in foreign

policy to require implementatIon. 2 When Sir Edward Grey , the

British foreign secretary, effectively ended England’s

“splendid Isolation ” fro~n continental quarrels, few of her
lea~iers realIzed that a sizable military force, on the scale

8
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of’ the huge -conscrIpt armies of France a.~d Imperial Germany

would ever be needed.3 Most British military planners worked

on the a3sumption——as dId their Continental counterparts--

that modern war in 1914 could last only a few months and

that victory or defeat would be determined long before

England ’s military effectiveness could be built up and.

applIed)~
’ Thus , trusting In her isolated geographical

position, a preeminent navy , and a .pltifully small expedition-

ary force of i60,000 regular troops, England went to war on

August 5, 1914.~
If the premise of’ a short violent land. conflict

proved correct, rio need really existed for detailed plans for

the employment of the combined armies of the ErLtente Powers.6

The British Expeditionary Force--a miniscule junior partner--

would just attach itself to the left coat sleeve of the

mighty French Army as a gesture of solidarity and the enemy

would be quickly defeated.7

Field-Marshal John 1’~• P. French, ~the commander of the

BEF quickly fell into a subordinate position under General

Joseph J. C. Joffre, the French commander of the Army Groups

of the North and Northeast. He was instructed to ensure that

his military plans conformed to those Of Jot fre and to

cooperate with all requests presented by France’s unflappable

premier soldier.8

The orders issued to French by the Secretary of State

for War, Lord iCitchener, in August 1914, set out spec ific

objectives and limitations for the BEF.9 The only reason V

V 
gi’ien for the dispatch of th3 force was the violation of

— 
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10
of Eelgian t’~rrItory by German troops. “The special motive

of’ the Force under 5rer.~h ’~7 control L~a~7 to support and.
co-operate with the French Army against the common en~’my . ”

Due to the s~’all s:Ize of his force, French was instructed to

conserve It and exercise the greatest care in minimizing

losses and. wastage”. The order closed with the strongest

possible emphasis that his was an independent command:

Therefore, while every effort must be made
to coincide most sympathetically with the
plans and, wishes of our Ally , the gravest
considerations will devolve upon you as to
participation in forward movements where
large bodies of French troops are not engaged
and iThere your Force may be t ’nduly expcsed. to
attack.... In this connection I wish you
distinctly to understand tha t your comm and
is an entirely independent one , and that

• you will in no case come in any sense under
orders of any Allied General.

Unfortunately, France ’s presumed superiority in

military science was quickly disproved wh.en Plan XVII

shattered against the German defenses at Morhange and

Sarrebourg. The Kaiser’s legions, swarming through the

V Belgian lowlands during that hot August, similarly disproved.

the ability of’ the French military leaders to foresee the

correct military dispositions or even to estimate the

strength of the opposing forces. Thus, disillusioned by the

French generals ’ dIsplay of ineptitude, John French wIthdrew

Into a protective attitude which would, he hoped, ensure no
more surprises like the Battles of Mons and Le Cateau.10 A

corollary to this decision was that it also do~ rned any

V ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ V. --~~~~~~ .- - . - . - - V  V - V .  
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further effective cooperation bct~.~.~’n tI ’ie priac l pdl Au ~~~~

military headquarters until t~.e e 1i_ ~:ar~ k .al was replaced.

The opening c~ mpa i~ ns of 1914 were conducted in a

fluid atmosphere——in sharp contrast to the stagnent position

warfare of 1915—1918. The tactical and strategic Importance

of the British Expeditionary Force far outweighed its

V relative strength)1 It is true that — . N . French’s tactics

were uninspired and that victory came from the location of

his force rather than Its conduct of operations.

In the subsequent race by the opposing armies to

outflank each other, French and Jof Ire worked almost indepen-

dently. In fact, F. N .  French moved his force rapidly north

to Ypres intact, rather than piecemeal as Joffre had insisted,

and fought the decisive f i r s t  battle of’ Ypres.

Once the Western Front had been stabilized by the

end of 19114. the military coalition had been fo rged in battle

but the spirit of cooperation was hindered. One great reason

for this situation was that the Entente was composed of

three members which could lay claim to being an equal partner--

France , Russia, and. Great Britain. Another factor which

actually barred effective military cooperation was the

pervading idea that time was on the side of the Allies and

that individual national policies could be pursuded. without

ultimately endangering the purposes of the coalition.
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Chan~ e of Co~~tan~1

When Douglas HaI~ acceded to the command of the

British Armies in France and Flanders on Decc-~ ber 19, 1915,

his options for selecting a command policy were l imited. 12

The position of hi s predecessor, the chang ing desires of

his government, and the relative strengths of the allied.

armies contributed, to Haig ’s lack of alternatives. The new

British General Command ing—in—Chief was still expected to

play a subordir~ te role and cooperate with the French , who

had borne the brunt of the German onslaught . The Briti sh

government , distracted. with num erous other projects , saw

f it to continue the tenuous command relationship which had V

existed between Field-Marshal French and. General Joffre .

This decision was made despite the. fact that Kitchener ’s

“New Armies ” had swollen the British contribution to the

western theater of operations from four divisions in 1914

to an organization of four armies composed of thirty-eight

Infantry and five cavalry divisions In January, l9l6.~~
Haig ’s instructions fro m the Secretary of State for

War , Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener , managed to separate

V 
responsibility and authority--a cardinal error in any leader-

ship situation.14 Haig was ordered. to cooperate with General

Joffre’s instructions and plans but he was not relieved. of

the responsibility for the safety of the British forces in

the field. Despite this serious weakness, initial relations

between the British General Headquarters (GHQ.) and the

French Q~~r~~~uar Gj~j~~ (GQG ) improved with Haig ’s

- -
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appointment. The close cooperation between the French and

Br it i sh  commanders in the fIeld, flow necessary for un Allied

victory , had seen~1ngly been assured by ha1g ’~ promotion.’5

Haig ’s orders from Kitchener dated December 28, 1915

maintained the aloof character of British military coopera-

tion present in those of his predecessor. However, more

specific instructions regarding strategic movements were

presented which bound the BEF more surely to the French forces.

. . . the misu l on  of the Br i t ish  Expedit ionary
Force...is to support and cooperate with
the French and Belgian Armies against our
common enemies . . ..  but I wish you d i s t inc t ly
to understand that your command is an
independent one , and that you wil l  ~n no
case come under the orders of any Allied
General fu r the r  than the neco~;sary co-oper-
ation wi th  our Allies c.bove referre’~ to.

4. If unforeseen circur,~stances s.~ould
arise such as to compel our Expedit ionary
Force to retire , such a retirei~ent should never‘be contemplated as an independent move to
secure the defence of the ports fac ing the
Straits of Dover, although their security is
a matter of great importance.... The safety
of’ the Channel will be decided by the overthrow
of the German Armies rather than by some
defensive positions with our backs to the sea. 16

These explicit instructions wcre adhered to by FI eld—

Marshal Haig until they were amended on July 21, 1918 by the

Secretary of State for War, Alfred Mim er.17 Haig was never

relieved of’ the ultimate responsibility for the safety of

all British Empire troops on the Western Front , although he

was often denied the ultimate authority over the strategic

employment of these troops.

~ 
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Naig has been ~~r tr ~~L e r i :~~~~V t  ~v ~~~~ detr-v tors ac~

being, vehemently ant i—French and wholly unresponsive to the

cause of All ied uni ty .~~ fl ow~ ver , In th i s  regard ii~ 1~

app irent that  h i s  vievs are being cla~3 scd as ~t~e with those

of the Francophote General William Robertson.’9 In light of

the attitudes shown by }iaig at his  accession to the high

4 cc~~ ui~ wi-I hi s subsequent coopera~ ion w i t h  Fr ench colr~r.arLde-rs ,

the faOle of the Br i t i sh  Field-~1ars -il ’ s pre j udice is shown

to be wholly inaccurate or at; least grossly exaggerated.2°

In contrast to Fiela-Marshal French , Haig realized

that thc corner stone of Br i t ish  m i l i ta r y  strategy was the

Western Front and that ttie Emp ir e ’ s in tei~cst s there were thus

dependent upon cooperat~Vor1 wi th  the French. In order to

facilItate the requisite cooperation , Ha~~ undertook the

study of the French language and spent t~;o hours each day for

four months improving his ability to communicate in his

ally 1s tounge.21 Later in the war when asked by French

President Poincare h~w he and General k~~taIii were prcgressin~
- I together, Haig replied: “Nous Vi1~~~~ V parlons ens e.uible iii f ran ~~~~ais

- j nL~nz~ais. nous parl~~ z militaire~ et J2~1i~. 
flous enteU~2i!~ .”~

9

These are hardly the sentiments of an inaL~tIculate Franco—

phobe.

On December 21, 19L 5,  haig Issued a inetuor aadum to his

Chief of Staff , Launcelot K~~~Vc~ l, which outlined his policy

toward Franco—British cooperation:

In the past there has certainly existed on
the part of the French a fo a l i n .: that w~were not always wiifln~ to take our fair
share. No ioubt that fee l ing  has ex i s t ed

- - ~~~~~~~ — ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - V ~~~~~~~ -~~~
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on our side also. There must hi give wid
take. The present moment is op~-orLur i for
creat i r~ a good I~: ~]S5iOn a;;d ~~~~~ h ’ :  the

1 
way for srnooth 1ic.T t ~t Iat iOns  wi th  t~i~e !‘ rcnch ,
e~ pt’c’ lally as Impor ’  nt  cr i t t e rs  in r~ ~~‘ard

to co;~b1ried operations are pend i ng . 22

Ev~V.rn Basil H. Lidd~ ll hart , an outspoken critic of

Haig and his policies , allows tnat:

He L~ouglas flr r 1~~7 maintaIned th i s  spirit
of helpfulnes s when in supreme command ,
and none had a better grasp of the vital
importance of cooperat ion between ths
Alli es. If Gei~era~ Headquarters was
sometimes as notorious for its c r i t i c i sm
against the French as was the Grand
Quartier General against the hritisfl,
such tendencies were due not to &tig but
to his subordinates. 23

$ b I ft ~~~~~ ,~~~ll Ic~i _lower  hase

By the time Douglas Hai g assumed command of the

British Armies in France arid Flanders, the French Armies had

suffered more than one million dead. and missing .24 Th~ all

volunteer “New Armies” of England had jus t begun to come
-

- onto the battlefield and it was evident that the ~r i t t sh would

soon be the dominant Allied force. Despite the narrowing gan

between the relative army st i e~~: Lss , t n c  ~rench were still

- I predominant in early 1916. The battles In the principal

theater of operations were being fought on French soil and

the primary national interest in the coali t ion had to be that

of the Third ~epublic. In these circumstances , the British

high command continued to surri~nde r ~hi u. ’i t i a t iv e  to the i r
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ally and supported wi~~ growing fervor the in~ ist :~~~ that a

L~w( imum e ffo r t  be expended in the west.

I taly jo 1r~e I t h e A l l ie l  cau se In Api !! , 1915 ~ -Jur

the secret provisions of the London Ccrifer ’un ~e. Amids t the

complex territorial “deals” provided as inducements for

Italian coo~ craticn was sar!awiched the first proposal for

joint mil i tary plann ir.g.2
~ The resolut ion called for a

‘Nilitary Convention ” to be concluded between all Allied

General Staffs in order to determine the appropriate plans

against Austria-Hungary . The onl y othe r mi lit a ry  cor~sidera—

tion in the treaty was that the miUtary lenders should

prepare joint positions on questions ~~~~~~~~ upon a i  a~ mis-

: tice in so far as these...couie within the scope of the Army

Command .” With this limited mandate for cooperation , the

French took the lead in combined milita~y planning.
2b On

July 7th , the f i rs t  Inter—All~ ed N1l1t~~v~’ Conference of the

war was convened at General J of l ’ re ’s h~ ac1i~uarters at Chantilly.

- - After the first of many failures ~n the Iscnn,.o Front

by the Ital ians , the disaster at Sulva Bay by a combined

Allied amphibious force , and the impendIa~ destruction of

the Russian Army , the assembled LJiitaL ’y leaders ~‘a the

Entente now realized the necessity for ut least coordinating

th e i r  Independent activit ies i~L ~~int ci’ ~- 1e -r of t1~~ . rfhe

first conference, however, did nob p~o~iuce~ any specific

measures “except a general agreement that each national army

should be active In its own way.” A second conference was

scheduled to discuss further specific actions.27

PrIor to the ~orr:~niiig of the cecuad Intcr-- .’i l l I ed
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Military Coriference~

8 General Jolt re presented a d~tailed

memorandum on Allied war policies.29 In broad terms , the

French proposal called upon the Allies to deliver “ s~imil~~i~-

ous attacks with th~jr maximum forces on their respective

fronts as soon as they z5er~7 ready.’ In the meantime , the

1 Austro..German forces L ere tQ7 be worn down by vi gorous

action.” In typically French manner, the Allies were asI~ed

j in a vague phrase to “allot to the secondary theatres only

the minimum forces required.” However, minimum forces include~i

all of the units then in Salonika, Albania, Roumanla , and the

Middle East. Again, in the fashion of the French, the n~~vul

and economic aspects of the war were virtually ignoruJ . A~i

excellent example of this limited view was that the naval

blockade was acknowledged with only twenty-four words in the

proposal.

The representatives of the Allied armies unanimously

agreed to the princi ple that : “the decision of the war o~n

only be obtained in the principal theatres , . . .  (Russian front ,

Franco—British front , Ita lian front). The decision should be

obtained by co-ordinated offensives on these fronts.” While

falling far short of a “Western” strategy, this endorsement

did downgrade Salonika , Mesopota rni a and. Palestine as

important fronts. The conferees also called for simui i~~~i~

“ genera ]. action ’ to be launched as soon as possible ( l e t  ci

this was specified as the end of Narc h , 1916) . ThIs plan of

action also countenanced the war of attrition ; “The wearing

down ( ‘ usure ’) of the enemy” was to be pursued Intensively by

the “ Powers which still have abundant reserves of men. ’~~ 
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Lieutenant—General Sir Archibald Murray , the Chief

of the Imp er thi General St~tf f , upon his r eturn to En~ 1 ind

pre sente d th’~ flr : : t  }i r i t lz h  mil i tary  position p :tpc r to the

Government . On December 16th , after revising his paper I n some

respects to conform with the decisions of the Inter-All ied

Military Conference , he presented a wide-rang ing examination

of the available courses of action open to Great Britain ,

ac t ing as a part of’ the Entente. 31 Murray carefully weighed

the milita ry options of land ing troops on the Belgian coast,

behind the Isonzo Front , and in Asia Minor. He realistically

indicated the impossibility of any major new force be ing

raised within the next six to eight months. Fully conceding

Germany ’s inherent advantage of interior lines , the general

concluded that “the General Staff recommend , unhesitatingly,

a vigorous prosecution of the offens ive on the existing East ,

West , and. Italian fronts as the wisest course to pursue .”

Just as Haig and. Robertson would do later in the war , the

Chief of the Imperial General Staff dismissed. “the idea of’ an

easier way round” as apparently “based, more on impatience

than on a careful examinat ion of evidence.” Sin~c British

forces were not envisioned as participating in actions on the

Russian or Italian fronts, this policy paper was essentially

an exposition of the “Western Strategy ” for the British.

Shortly after the submission of this policy recoznmen-

dation, General Murray was replaced as CIGS by Sir William

Robertson. At the same time , General Douglas Haig assumed the

command of the British Armies in France and. Flanders . Robertson

agreed fully with the examinat ion of the situat ion and the

—------— —— --— - - — -- ----— -~~~~~~—~--. - - - - - -—~~~~—— -  -—  —~~~~~~--- - -------—— - --- —-~ ——— - - - --- - -- -“- -—--.- -—
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conclusions drawn by his predecessor In the pap er and.

Immediately requested a dec is ion from the Government .

Consequer~tly, on the 28th of December, the War Committee

approved the following resolut ions:

1. From the point of view of the British
Empire, France and Flanders will remain
the math threatre of operations.
2. Every effort is to be made for carrying
out the offensive operations next spring
in the main theatre of war in close
co—operation with the Allies and in the
greatest possible strength , The actual
plan of attack is left to the discretion
of the commanders in the field.

The Committee further relegated operations in the

secondary theatere , except Salonika which was not ~ientioned,

to a defensive posture. The British military and political

leaders were in agreement upon the futIlity of maintaining

the Allied expedition in Salonika and, would have withdrawn

f rom that theater Immediately. French and. Russian desires

regard ing the Salonikan front however, blooked sizcha move

and the British maintained a substant ial force there during

the remainder of the war. -

Papa Joffre

Thus, when Douglas Haig was called upon to lead. the

rapidly expanding British Army, many precedents had been

set and rather firm courses of action had been agreed upon

by the polit ical and military leaders of the Entente. First ,

It had been agreed that the French military commander,

General Jotfre , was the de facto leader of Allied military

—~~ —---~ - - -~~ 
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policy makIng.3~ The second point was that sone degree of

Allied military cooperation was vital if victory was to be

achieved. This cooper~.ition was based upon voluntary

contributions however. Finally , the Allies had committed

themselves to concentrat ing their forces in the principal

theaters of war. As far as the British Empire was concerned,

this meant sending all available forces to France and

reverting to defensive operations on all other fronts.

Haig’s plan for the coming spring operation was to

make the main British effort on the Ypros-Messine s sector.

The plan called for an end-run amphibious landing on the

Belgian coast in combination with a thrust on land against

the relatively weak German defenses around the Ypres salient.3u1

Joffre , however, planned a combined Anglo-French offensive on

either side of the Somme River. Joffre requested the British

to relieve the French Tenth Army in the line. This move

would make the British front continuous from the Ypres area

to the Somme River. Haig clung to the hope of implementing

the northern operation but instructed his staff and the

concerned. army commanders to begin planning for both this

and Joffre ’s Somme battle.35

After a period of discussion and realizing his

subordinate position in the coalition, Haig acquiesced and

agreed to conform to Joffre ’s plan. The relief of the French

Tenth Army was also agreed to in principle, without fixing

a date for the transfer. The British munitions shortage ,

part icularly in an adequate supply of heavy artillery shells ,
was being rer edied but would not allow a large scale attack 
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to begin before the summer. Accordingly, the Somme offens ive

was provisionally scheduled for the late summer)6

While the Allies planned , the German Army acted.

General Falkenhayn, now the military leader of the Central

Powers , initiated the great battle for Verdun. The unannounced

objective of this operation was to bleed the French Army of

its remaining strength and thus knock France out of the war.

Six days after the intense battle of attrit ion began, it

became obvious that the French were being pressed to the

limits of their endurance. On that day , Field—Marshal Haig

informed General Jot fre that the British Army would commence

the relief of the French Tenth Army immediately. The next

day, Haig went to GQG to ‘psrsona ].ly assure his beleagured.

ally of his complete support.37

On January 13th, the British War Cabinet had modified

its commitment to a full scale spring offensive.38 It added

the qualification: ualthough it must not be assumed that such 
‘1

offensive operations are finally decided Ôfl h to their

original agreement to participate in the spring offensive.

Joffre realized the situation was becoming critical

as a result of the British Government ’s tampering with the

original plan. Re therefore called a third Inter-Allied - 

-

-

Military Conference to be held on March 12th. In addition,

he informed the French Premier, Aristide Briand, of the

new diff iculties and influenced him to convene an Allied.

political conference in Paris on March 27th. The latter

conference was attended by the military leaders also and, was

the largest such gathering held in the war up until that time .

%,-~ ~~~~~ - - - h - - __ 1.- -
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The previous mil itary meeting had concluded that

‘the Coalit ion L houl~7 undertake its combined offensivcs

with the least possible delay . The exac t date will be fixe l

by the Comrnanders—in-Chief.~
39 This statement was communl-

cated to the Allied Conference which accepted this and

several, other proposals without debate. The representatives

then proceeded to consider the technical details of

transportat ion, ammunit ion supply , Sand. the labor available

on the home front. These were the first definite steps taken

toward joint action. The war was entering its second year and

the time for optimistic rhetoric had. passed ; action was now

needed .40

While the German mincing machine at Verdun was

consuming Frenc h troo ps, there was a great public outcry in

France over the apparent inactivity of the British troops.

Although Haig was following Joffre ’s desires exactly , it was

evident to the British Government that any hesitation on

their part in agreeing to the Allied military plans might

prove fatal to the cause of the Entente. Therefore , on April

7th, the British Government formally approved the commitment

j of British troops to the large Franco-British offensive.41

As French losses mounted and. French units were

rotated through the inferno of the Verdun battlefield , it

became ev ident to both Jot fre and Haig that the French

contribution to the Sorntne offensive would have to be reduced.

As a result, the French dec ided that ‘it is possible and it

may even be unavoidable that the English Army will have to

4 undertake alone the offensive which has been prepareã .~~2

L _________ 
_ _ _  _ _ _ _
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Following this , }faig, on May 29th , notif ied General

Sir Henry Rawlincon that his Fourth Army might have to carry

the main burden of the attack alone. That same day the new

CIGS, General Robertson, informed the War Committee of the

grave military situation and counseled against expecting a

breakthrough of the German lines.L43

The prolonged first Battle of’ the Somme commenced on

July 1, 1916. It proceeded with extremely heavy losses being

suffered without any compensating gains in terrain. The

various component offensives continued until November, when

bad weather }m ted active campaigning .~~ The Somxne Battles

had the immediate effect of diverting enough German attent ion

and troop strength from Verdun to allow the French to check

and eventually to throw back Falkenhayn’s offensive. Before

the end. of 1916, General Nivelle conducted two brilliantly

successful attacks which recovered nearly all German gains.

The oppressive losses suffered. by the Germans in the Somme

Battles arid in their own offensive at Verd,un were not evident

as the year ended. The losses suffered by the British and.

French were , however, only too ev ident.~~
The enemy had been diverted and, finally checked in

his offensive operations but the prospect of victory in the

west by overcoming the German Army appeared very distant , if

not unattainable. To add, to the apparent futility of the

Allied military situat ion, Eoumanla had been overwhelmed by

the Central Powers after joining the Allied cause and the

Italian Army had been stopped in all actions on the Isor~zo
River. Despite a marked numerical superiority , the Allies had 

—--~~- - -~~~~- - - —--- ~~~~..- -  ~~~~ - _ _  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~-
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been unable to move toward victory and, had succeeded only

in negating the enemy ’s action on the Western Front . The

situation on the field of battle was quickly reflected in

political and military changes in the AllIed command

structure.

‘No More Somme~~
In what had. now become the accepted method of

coordinating military activity , Joffre had. convened an

Inter-Allied Military Conference at the GQG on November

• 15th and. 16th. The purpose of the conference had been to

review the the military situation arid, to prepare joint

plans for the coming year. The military leaders unrealistic-

ally felt that the results of 1916’s campaign had been

successful. They sensed the great losses inflicted upon the

German armies and prided themselves with having checked the

Verd un offensive and causing Palkenhayn to be removed and

replaced by the team of Paul von Hindenburg and, Erich

Ludendorff. With a completely different outlook from that

of their civilian superiors , the military leaders called.

for a continuation of the slogging war of attrition. - 
-

a) During the winter of 1916—1917 the
offensive operations now in course will
be continued....
b) ...the Armies of the Coalition will
be ready to undertake general offensives
•..with all the means at their disposal....
d) •..the general offensives , in the maximum
strength that each Army can put in the field ,
will be launched on all fronts at the earliest
moment at ~.rhich they can be synchronized.... 46
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The growing desire for more political control of

military operations caused the British Prime Minister

David Lloyd George to insist upon a conference of all ied

statesmen without~ military interference. This conference was

held simultaneously with Joffre’s Chantilly conference. On

November 16th, C-enerals Joffre , Haig, Robertson, and. the

Ital ian Ch ief of Staff , General Porro, joined the civilian

meet ing and presented their joint proposals. In the existing

mood of’ the civil leaders, the conference received these

proposals unenthusiastically. The politic ians, feeling that

their powers and constitutional responsibilities had been

usurped, refused to endorse any specific military policy or

• plans for the coming year.

As the new year of 1917 opened , the alliance between

France and Great Britain showed signs of weakness which

could only add to the already confused state of military

cooperat ion. Thc initial enthusiasm with which the peoples

of the western democracies had supported the war had, long

since been drowned, in a sea of trench mud arid had been dulled

by the incessant casualty rolls.

The inexact methods of democracy were shown to be

inefficient in executing total war. As the British liaison

officer at GQG noted: uThe old coat of democracy , never
intended for wear at Armageddon, was showing white at the

seams.” Especially in England, which had not felt the

burdensome losses which the French nation had endured, the

government and the people moved into action lethargically,
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despite their united spirit.48 Lacking a sense of urgency,

the English went about their tasks in a bus inesslike manner

which the volitile French were incapable of understand ing.

David Lloyd George, who succeeded. Asquith in December,

1916, was pledged to the effective prosecution of the war. He

— had been a brilliant solicitor and. had, shown his pragmat ic

decis iveness in organizing effic ient production policies In

the Ministry of Munitions. He had a fertile mind, which would

search f or new approaches to all problems the war presented.

The son of an itinerant Welsh teacher, he was little

concerned with the niceties of British social and military

procedure. His common sense approach to all problems might

have been useful had he not faced one great problem. Although

he knew what he wanted--a quick, Inexpensive victory- -he was

dependent upon a tenuous coaltion in Parliament for his

cont inuation in office. The Unionists , led by Andrew Bonar Law,

were wedded to the support of the military powers in office-—

Haig and Robertson-- and Lloyd George could not retain power

without Unionist support.• Throughout his tenure of off ice ,

the Prime Minister had to balance his political and military

policies with exact precision. If he precipitated a public

revolt among his high military advisors, his position would

be fort let. Yet his unschooled evaluation of the war and the

way it was being fought , convinced him that his generals did

not know how to win the war eff iciently. Their only solut ion

was to continue the bloody encounters of attrition. The

Western Front was the answer for Haig and. Robertson. Only

there could the principal enemy force be defeated arid this

_____ - 4
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was a rule of milita r y sc ience which they would not break.

Who but an unk nowledgeable “frock” would dispute such pristine

logic?

Lloyd Geor ge wag determined to allow “ no more Sommes~ .

His impatient rn~.nd fled fro m the thought of attrition. There

must be other ways. ‘Blood and mud ” were not exactly bri ght

slogans for a wartime political leader to use in rallyi ng a

nation. He searc hed for a new strategic concept which would,

bypass the 400 mile trench wall through Europe. His leading

soldiers came up with no new strategy and, until the f inal

months of the war, sought to block the solutions he presented.

The lack of unity between Lloyd Georg e and his

military commanders i~ peripheral to this study. However the

fact that the military and civil leaders of Great Britain

failed to present a united front in the All ied councils goes

far in explaining her lack of effect In those councils. This

situation existed until the final stages of the war, when

her military and, naval forces were’ predominant in the alliance.

In general, Britain ’s voice was weak and uncertain in

comparison to the consolidated action of the French leaders.

As a result, French desires often overruled those of the

British when there was a disagreement.

The general plan of Allied milita ’y cooperation had

been agreed upon at the Inter-Allied. Military Conference at

GQG on the 16th of November 1916. General Joffre , by force

of his prestige and the valiant sacrific es of the French

nat ion , was acknowledg ed as the principal war leader. Douglas

- ,•-- -- .
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Maig a~d William Robertson acquiesced In Joffre’s preeminent

position and readily subordinated themselve s to the plan for

offensives on all fronts during the first half ot’ Fobruary ,

1917.~~ It had become an article of faith among all Frenc h arid

Brit ish milita ry leaders that their front in Prance and

Belgium was the main theater for Allied operations . With an

eye on their respective political superiors, the generals

had been assured that the men and material for this front

would not be diverted to other areas. ‘These should, in our

opinion, be the paramount premises on which every plan of

operation for the Coalition should be based.”5°

Haig and Robertson had also accepted the responsibil-

ity for the main role in the coming campaign season. Joffre

was war y of over—tax ing the French Army. The flower of

Frenc h militar y stre ngth had been sacrificed on the Nam e,

the Yser and at Verdun. More than 1,200 ,000 French potlus

were now dead or in enemy conf inement . The cont inued focus

of battle on the Frenc h Army would eventuall y burn it through
and leave the British Armies without an effective ally. The

British generals knew that the great sacrifices made by the

Frenc h limited. their future part icipat ion. They did not have

to be told that the main burd en of war now fell to their

lot.

Joft re ’s specific plan for the Western Front was to

broaden the frontage of the Somme batt legroud , of the previous

year . The Fre nch would attack between the rivers Oise arid.

Somme while the $~r itish simultaneousl y assaulted between

Baupume and ‘Iimy. The eight mile gap between these two

-
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-
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salients was to be held, defensively. This logical decision

was made because the area here was comprised of some of the

most devastated territOry of the 1916 Somme battles. 51’

Joffre indicated to Haig that following the spring

offensive of 1917, the main effort in the fighting would.

pass to the Brit ish Armies. Cont inuing with the planned

northern operati ons , which had been shelved a year ago in

deference to Joffre ’s instructions, Naig fixed upon the

combined amphibious-land attack in Belgium. The British

Admiralty had spurred the implementation of this particular

plan because it would drive the enemy rrom Zeebrugge and Ostend ,

which were being used as bases for submar ine attacks on

British shipping in the English Channel. 52

The enemy allianc e was now led by the fabled. combina-

tion of Hindenburg-Ludendortf. After the serious Austrian

defeats in the Brusilov Offensive in June 1916 , the Germans

had been forced to close down Palkenhayn ’s costly operations

at Verdim and had consolidated their power. This series of

events assured the Central Powers of unity of effort . The

Germans led the way and Austria , Bulgaria and Turkey toll~wed

without question. Hindenburg-Ludendorff scraped. togethe r the

necessar y German troo ps to stiffen t~e motley forces of

the ir partners and had. ónd.ed the year with the brilliant defeat

of the unfort unate Roumaxilan state.

On the Western Front , the Germans began a stout

system of defensive work s in Septembe r , 1916 in case their

forces were withdrawn on the Soutme front . The Siegfried

Stellun~, called by the Brit ish the H indenbu rg Line , stretched

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
_ _
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behind the salients which were the objectives of Joffre ’s

plan from Arras to St. Quentin.

Certainly the premise of those who believed in the

Western Strate gy ” is open to question and will be debated

as long as the Great War is a subject of interest. Even the

most ardent Westerne r will grant the milita ry value of the

objectives sQught in the Dardinelles and Gallipoli campaigns

of 1915——the securin g of communication s with the great east—
- 

- em ally and deprivin g the Central Powers access to the

Mediterranean Sea . The Easterners looked at these campaigns

as attem pts to knock out the Turkish u propu but this was

not the real objective . When these poorly planned and dread-

fully executed misadventures failed, there seems to have

been little military reas on for demanding that the Salonikan,

Mesopotamian and Italian fronts receive resources which

would have assured success in the French —Belgian theater.
- I Even if sufficient forc e could have been gained. to knock

Bulgaria , Aust r ia-Hunga ry , and Turkey out of the war , the

German enemy would still have been a viable one . Yet if

German y were forced from the field , the minor partners would

have been helpless.

In addition to th is purel y strat egic analysis , there

re mained in 1917 the fac t that Frenc h territory and almost

all of Belgium remained under German control . The emotional
• and political consequences of ignoring the Western Front

would have been disastrous for the alliance. The Frenc h could

not view the conflict with the dispassionate eye of an historian

or milita ry analyst. Since the British had, surrendered the

j
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political and militar y Initiative of the Entent e to the

Army of the Third Republ ic from the out set and could not

unite their own political-milita ry representat ion , they

forfeited any hope of shifting the effective weight of the

f ight ing to any other theater.

La Bata ifle d’~ sure

Although tactics are not wi’thin the purview of this

work, it is necessa ry at this point to emphasize that the

Franoo-Br itish milita ry leade rs had resolved by the suiiimer of

1917 to fight the coming battles of attrition . This technique

has acqu ired. an evil connotat ion in the intervenin g years

as a wasteful and senseless tactic which canno t achieve
• decisive results . The unpalatable features of attrition were

just as evident in General Grant ’s wearing down of the Army

of Northern Virginia as in Haig ’s decision to wear down the

German Armies in Franc e and Flanders . No doubt , a mobile war

is less costly , more productive of innovation and certa inl y

more interesting . But when this mobile war is impossible , there

can be no other solution but attrition. Faced. with the situa-

tion in 1916-1918 on the Western Front Joff re and Hai g had no

other alternative .

The technology of the age had granted the overwhel ming

advantage to the defensive over the offensive form of warfare.

The ra ilroad lines which laced. the tactical portions of the

trenc h system together were defensive tools . Reserves could,

be shifted rapidl y to blun t a threatened breakthrough but

could never stea m troo ps forward in an exploitation . The



machine gun and massed heavy artillery fire multiplied the

power of each defensive soldier Over the unprotected , advanc-

lug infantryman. Any local superiority obtained-- artillery

barrages , gas clouds, tanks or massed areoplanes—-would

4 eventually be outrun or their potency reduced. through techn t-

ca]. limitations as the assault progressed. The momentum of

any offensive was quickly spent and the gains made were

immediately vulne rable to the inevitabl e counter -attack. The

breakthro ugh was an illusory dr eam in 1917; it lived in the

minds of caval ry generals until the cruel lessons of trench

warfare were leamnmd.. Then the only answer was ‘the wearing-
out fight ; ’ the depletion of the enemy ’s reserves of manpower
and, material until he was too weak to resist. Only then was

it possible to conduct the decisive stage of the battle——
the drive for victo ry.

Douglas Haig dreamed. of a breakthro ugh in the battles

of Neuve Chapelle, Loos, and the First Battle of the Somrne

In 1916. But , by mid— 1917 he had learned. his lessons through
bloody failure and was prepared to limit his offensives to

achieve small , but cumulatively decisive , gains. It was proven

at Neuve Chappe l].e in 1915 and on the Somrne in 1916 tha t any

trench system could be breached at a relatively equal cost to

both sides if the attacking force amassed an overwhelming

superiority in artillery fire , advanced to the limit of its

fire support , and no farther, reached their limited objectives

in an organized. form ation and prepared. for the inevitable
counterst roke.

r 
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This was attrition , devoid. of its inflammatory and

dramatic descriptive phrases. It was the slow, cautious and

inexorable defeat of a weaker enemy by a power which knew its

advantage but was unabl e to exercise it in mobIle tactics. - -

Llo~id GeorEe Moves

An Allied conf erenc e was held in Rome in Janua ry, 1917.

Theostensible purpose of the meeting was to discuss the H
campaign in Macedonia. The new British Prime Minister, David

Lloyd George, accompanied. by Alfred Lord Mim er and their

military advisors, met with the Premiers of Prance and Italy.

After agreeing upon a course of action for the Macedonian

Front, Lloyd George unveiled a new milita ry plan which had

not been shown to any milita ry personnel.

The premise of this new plan was that since Austria-

Eungary was much weaker than Germany, the Allies shoul d press

for a victory against her and force her to accept a separate

peace. This proposal would, argued its autho r , be much less

costly than continuing on the offensive on the Western Front.

Lloyd George offered to lend 250 to 300 heavy artillery

pieces to Italy as an inducement to accept the miss ion and

he urged France to contribute according to her resources. The
Italian Command er—in—Chief , Gene ral Luigi Cadorna , was just

as surprised as his Bri tish counter pa rt s and insisted upon
t ime to cons ider the proposal . Neither the French nor the

Ital ian political leaders were prepared to accept such plans

without expert advice . Ironicall y , the only tangible results

of Lloyd. Ueorge ’s clumsy maneuver were to improve the railway

_______________________
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lt ne~ conn ectIng I taly and France and to expose to the other
Allies the amount of distrust and the lack of coord ination
which now existed in Great Britain ’s politica l—milit a ry
relations.

During Lloyd George ’s return tri p through France, he
met and was strangely influenced by the new French Commander-
tn—Chief General Robert Nivelle.

H -. •• - . • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Notes for Cha pter Two

1For a deta tl~d stud y of the cyclical nature of
coalition warfare in history see: ~uincy Wright , A Study~~j
~~~~~~~~~~, I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19k2), 039.

2
~• Aston, ‘The Entente Cordiale and. the Military

~~nversct ions,’ Quarterl& Review , CCLVIII (September, 1932),
363—83.

3The Continental mania for -large standing armies ,
backed. by a responsive reserve system , stemmed largely from
the Franco-German military rivalry. The British , in their
isolated military situation and, with an historic distrust of
standing armies did however modernize their system prior to
the war. After the South African embroglio and the investiga-
tion of the Esher Committee the Haldane Reforms provided for
a small profes’tonal regular army backed by a Territorial
Reserve Army, which would serve as the basis for all new troop
units. When the need for a large army came, Lord Kitchener
decided to scrap this plan and called for increased volunteer-
tug end formed the ‘New Armies’. Thus an excellent plan was
wasted and the military effectiveness of Great Britain was
crtically slowed in its appearence in Europe.

notable exception to this military myopia was
Lieutenant-General Douglas Haig. He forsaw a long war,
requiring Great Britain to field a mass army. Haig served
under Lord H~ld.ane at the ‘~Tar office during the period of
reform and the planning for the British Expeditionary Force.
The only public pronouncement against the possibility of
a short war was a book published. by a Polish Banker, Ivan S.
Bloch, ~~e Future of War ... Is War Now ImDossible? ~ ew York:
Doubleday and IlcClure, 1899). This detailed study , which
concluded that a modern war in 1900 i~ould be indecisive andprohibitively expensive , was generally ignored by soldiers
bent on conducting a short offensive war. See Hanson W.
Baldwin, Worl.~ War I an Outline Htstory~ (New York: Harperand Row, 1962), 2.

5Lleutenant Colonel William K. Robertson’s M emorandum,
March, 1902, quoted in Paul Guinn, British Strateziv and PoU—
tics. 191!1.~1918 ( London: Clarendon Press, 1965), 5.

6Derived from the Entente Cordlal e of 1904 between
Great Britain and. France which created a spirit of ~utua1
assistance culm inatlu in the alliar.~e fcr ~!or1d ~1ar I. Duri~~t~ e ~;ar all of the Allied powers ~rer~ referred to b~ this :~ rr~.
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7France ’s attitude toward British involvement in a
Continental land war was ep itomized by the future Generalisemo
of the Allied Armies , Ferdinand. Foch , during a visit to
England in 1898. When asked what support France expected from
England in the event of war he replied.: ~‘Send one man, I will
take care that he is killed and then~ I ~rill know we shall have
the English nation in arxis.’~ George C. Arthur, 

Not ~‘7orth
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ (London: Longmans , Green, 1938), 177; Gutnn, BritIsh
Stratezy and. i~ 1itic,~~ 14.

8The BritIsh Governments repeatedly surrendered their
initiative in military strategy to the French political
leaders who, in turn, surrendered the initiat ive to their
generals. France had. granted England the right to predominance
in naval coordination but the English never took advantage
of this abrogation of authority. As England’s military role
in the war increased ,” her proportional influence in Allied
councils should have become predominant .

9’Ord. er to F. N. French , ’ cited in Ja mes E. Edmond s ,
Off icial Histor y of the Wart: Mil1tar~ Operations in Fr ance
and. Belgium, 79 vo]s., (LoMàn: Nacmillan, 1922-1956 ), vol.1,
1914, 449-500 . Hereafter cited as Edmonds, BOW. 1914.

10See letter, Field—Marshal John French to Lord
Kitchener, August 31, 1914. Contained in George C. Arthur,
Life of Lord Kitchener (New York: Macmillan, 1920) , III , 8.
This letter expresses French ’s complete distrust of the
French high command and his intention to withdraw his —

forces from the line of battle.

11Contrary to general belief , the German Army was -s

slightly outnumbered in the battles of the frontiers. 78
divisions against 85—-74 French , 6 Belgian and by 26 August ,
5 British. However, the German superiority on the right wing
wae enormous , for 54 German divisions opposed 23 French and,
the crack British divisions which saved Lanrezac ’s 5th Army
from destruction and provided the final push that brought
victory at the tiarne. C. H. M. F. Crutwell, British Strate~~
in~ the Great War (London: Cambridge University Press, 1936),26—27.

12For an extensive discussion of the attitudes and
training which Hatg possessed for his position of high
command see: William K. Griffiths , ‘Coalit ion for Total
War: Field.-~arshal Sir Douglas Haig and. Entente Military
Cooperation , 1916—1918 ,” (unpublished ?laster ’s thesis ,
Rice University , 1 970), especially pp. 9—42.
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t3preder ick Maurice , Le~ s )nC of AllIed Co-o~ cr~~ t On:
MtUtar~.’. Naval and M~r (

Lond.,n: Oxford. Univers ity Press , 1942) ,
23; EdmondS , BOH. 1916.L App. 6—27; Archibald Murray, ‘Paper by

the General Staff on the Future Conduct of the ‘,tar ,’ December
16, 1915. ThIs f igure would Increase to fifty—eight divisions
by June, 1916. ibid.., I, 57.

A. Perintr.gtOfl, et al., The Psycholocrv of Milita~ry
L~adershI2 (l eL’ York: Prentice—Hall, 1953), 115—16; Chris
Argyris, Executive Leadership (New York: Harper and. Row, 1953),

87—89.

15Aside from dissatisfac t ion with Field— Marshal Fre nch ’s
attitude , the French leaders welcomed Haig as a competent
militar y commander. Following the Battle of Neuve Chapelle
in 1915, General Jot fre sent a trans lation of Haig ’s orders to
all. French staffs as an example of how field instructions
should be imparted to subordinates. General Huguet, Britain
and the War (London: Cassell , 1928 ) , 158 and 179.

l6Orders, Kitchener to Haig, December 28, 1915, Th_~
~j~’ies and.~_Paper~ of_ Field-Marshal Sir Dou~ias Ha.ig,
“~.tIo~~l Library ~f Scotland , 

H. 128; Edmonds, ~~H~~1916,
vol.I, App. 40—41.

17See su~ra. pp. 108—09 . -

l8Vtctor Eonham-Carter, The Strate~z~ of Victory. 191k-
~,9i8 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963), 

1.70—71;
David Lloyd George, Ne~toirs, 6 vols. (London: Little Brown,
1933—1937), III , 401—402; V , 208; A relatively impart ial
observer, Neville Lytton, the chief of the press representatives
at GHQ, stated.: “I must say that the Chief ~Douglas Maig7 was
always full of respect for my admiration of the French, though
his staff scowled. This anti—French atmosphere was fos~,ered
and. kept active by the attitude of the Prime Minister LDav id
Lloyd aeorg~7 who admired. French military genius at the
expense of our own soldiers....’ Neville Lytton, The Press and
~~e General Staff 

(London: Collins, 1920), 138—39.

t9General William R. Robertson was appointed Chief of
the Imperial Gene ral Staff replac ing Lieutena nt-General Sir
Archibald Murray in early 1915. He served in this capacity
until political pressures caused him to resign in October,
1918. During his period in office he loyally supported F. N.
Haig’s policies.

20Jo~~ Charteris, Zjpj,~—Marshal Hai.g (New York:Scribners , 1929 ) , 10 and. i54 .
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~ 0~~ Terratne , ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ (New York:

Lippincott , 1963), 97.

2iaphtljP Gueda lla , The Two Marshal6 (New York: Reynal
and Hitchcock , 1943), 277—78.

22Terraine , Ordeal of V ictory, 181—82.

H. Liddell Hart , Beput&tIons: Ten Years After
(Boston : Little , Brown, 1928), 114.

Arrn~es Prancaise dens l.a Grande Guerre (ParI$:
Imprimerie Natlonale, 1922—25), III , 588—602. The total killed
and missing as of December 31, 1915 was 1,001,271.

25•Hesolutions of the London Conference of April 26,
1915,’ published , in Isvestia , February 28, 1917, quoted. in
Ottokar Czernin, In the ’forld War (London, 1919), 275—79.

26Shortly thereafter, a bilateral Franco-British
agreement was consumated . as a result of Jolt re ’s appeal to
his govcrn.mcnt on July 30, 1915. The command formula agreed
upon In this Insthn ce provid ed : ‘During the period in which
the operations of the British army take place in French
territory ...the initiative in combined actions of the French
and British forces devolves on the French Commander-in-Chief.’
The only restriction placed on Jot fre ’s p~sition was that:
‘The Commander—in-Chief of the British forces will. of course
fully retain the choice of means of execution.” Lord Kitchener
agreed to these conditions I or the British Government but he
insisted upon keeping the details of the agreement from the
Dardanelles Committee(which shortly became known as the War
Cabinet). Although this was an excellent command structure
for coordinat ing activit y , It never really took effect. It
was indeed. unfortunate that these terms were never made public ,
for they might have served, as a precedent for further
cooperative endeavor. Ed,monds , BOR. 1915, II , 123-26; Mauric e ,
Lessons , 16—19 .

BOHI 19U , II , 87—89. In the interim between
the two Chantilly Conferences , General. Jolt re was elevated.
from C-In—C of the Armies of the Northeast to C—in— C of the
French Armies. This move was obviously taken to strengthen
Joffre ’s position in the second Inter-Allied Conference.
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28The conference was held on Decc~ h~r o-~3 , 19 1” .
Great Britain was represented by Ficld-~1ar~ha1 1 rench ,
Lieutenant -General Archibald Murray (CIGS ) , Lieutenant —
General Henry H. ‘4ilso~t( chief liaison officer to the French
Army ) ,  and Lieutenant-General William flohertson (CoVS , BEF).
Thus , by coincidence , all three men who would serve the
British Empire as the Chief of the ImperIal General Staff
during the Great War participated in this first declaration
of it3li~4 military policy. France, Russ ia, Italy and. SerbIa
were the other particIpants.

29’The Plan of Action Proposed by France to the
Coalition , ’ December 6, 1915, translation In Edmonds~ BOH.
19i,~~ App , I , 1—5.

30Edmonls, BOH I 1916, I , 6-9.

31A. J. Nu rray , ‘Paper By the General Staf f On the
Future Conduct of the War ,” December 16, 1915 (revIsed
Decem ber 17th) , Edinonds , ~~~~i916, App. I, 6—27.

32Ednonds, BO}L 1914, I, 10.

33Joffre actually took the ir.itiative in promot ing
strategic cooperation. Such initiative should have com9
from the Entente ’s political leaders. Both Joffre and Haig
w~”~ left without political guidance and a permanent
nternat Ior~i organization to supervise the execution of

j oint decisions. Maurice , es~~~~s, 5—6.

3~+The German defenses around Ypres were less formidable
than those astride the Somme River , where the British eventu-
ally attacked. See S. 9. Raskil, “The U—Boat Campaign of 1917
and Third !pre s,” Journal of the United. Service Institution
Clv , (November, 1959) ,  440 42 .

35lnstructj ons , Haig to General Herbert Pl umer , January
14, 1916, Robert Blake (ed. ), The Private Papers of Douglas
Hai.~~ 1914—1919 (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode , 1952) , 125;
Edmonds, BOH. 1916, I, 21.

36Although Haig acquiesed on the overall princ iple of
conducting a joint campai gn on the Somine , he did stand. up to
Joffre on several Important side issues. He insisted upon
“ the main French and British attackd Lbeing7 ‘jointives ’ that
Is side by side” for r~axIrnum eftec~. Fu ’ther~ore , he I ir~!ydeclIned to initIate spoiling attacks to draw enemy reserves
in April for the July main attack. The new commander co~nplo-
mented himself for achieving “ quite a victory ” and. real ized
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that he “had to be firm without beinj~ rude in order to gain
L~ii~.7 points” with the venerable Jot fre. Diary entry , February
14, 1916, Blake (ed.) , Private PaDer,~~ 129.

scene was quite similar to the one in which
General John J. PershIng gave his assurance of full support
to General Foch roflo~ ing the reverses of the spring of 1918.
In this first instance, however, the promise was effectively
fulfilled. Duff Cooper, 1iaI~~(London: Farber and Farber, 1935),
I, 305—06; Diary entry , February 25, 1916, Blake (ed.) , Private
Papers, 132—33.

~
8See infra, 19; Edmonds, BOH. 19~16, I, 12; Field—

Marshal William Robertson , Soldiers and Statesmen (New York :
Scribner, 1926), I, 257.

39’Extraots from Proceedings of Conference Held at Paris
on 27th March, 1916,” Edmonds, BQIi. 1916, App. 1, 34.

~~This frank discussion among the Allied representatives
concerning technical cooperation highlighted the complex
character the war had. assumed. The offers of mutual’ assistance
nmad.e at this conference ind icate a deep awareness amongst all.
Allies of their Interdependence in technical matters . France
a~..t.ually proposed. to manufacture and, supply Italy and Russia
with heavy art illery if they, in: turn, would only provide her
with laborers. Ibid. , 35—39.

~~Maurice Hankey, The Supreme Comw.~nd. 1914-1918, II
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 196i ’) , 1~91+~95.

42Memoranduin , French Government (information copy to
Douglas Haig), Ed,monds, BOH I 1916, I, 414.

43Maurice, Lessons, 27.

details of the First Battle of the Somme see:
Anthony H. Parrar-Hockley , The Somme (Philadelphia: Dufour ,

45There has been a great deal. of controversy surrounding
the relative losses in personnel, during the Somme Battles of
1916 and at Verdun. For both sides of’ the dist ute see: Edmonds,
BOH. 1916, I, 496—97; II , xiv—xvi; also N. J. Williams , “Thirty
Per Cent : A Study in Casualty Stat i~ti~s,” Journal ~3ya1 ~~~~~Services Institute, CIX (February , 1961+) , 51—55.
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46Resolution of M ilitary Conference, November 16, 191ó,Edmonds, BOR. 1916, II, 532.

47Edward. L. Spears , ~relud,e to Victory (London: Cape ,
1939 ) , 19.

48The British public accepted. many voluntary restraints
upon their activities at the beginning of the war. The
government established restrIctive measures in a slow and
evolutionary manner. The pressures to maintain “business as
usual ” gave way only slowly and France viewed this as a
betrayal of her great sacrifice. See: Arthur Harwick, The
~~iu~e: British Society an’~ the First World War (Boston: Little,Brown, 19651, 39.44 and. 130—48. —

one of his f irst high—level conferences with the
French , Haig was said. by an eye-witness to have been treated
exactly as if he were an Army Group Commander and to have been
cross-examined by French politicians about his dispositions
and reserves.” General. Wilson , a leading Francophi].e, viewed.
this as being too compliant. Basil Collier, ~rasshat: A
~~~zraDhy of Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson (London : Seckerand Warburg, 1961), 229-30.

50Spears, Prelude, 23; Resolut ion of Military Conference,
November 16, 1916, Edmonds, BOH, 1916, II, 532: Robertson,
Soldiers_and Statesmen, II, 192.

51For details of the proposed plans’ of the military
leaders see: Edmond,s, BOH % 1917, I, vassini.

52xs might be well to point out that these plans for
the northern operations did. not originate with Haig. On
January 8, 1915, the British War Committee vetoed Sir John
French’s proposal for a British advance on Zeebrugge. The
reason for this action was not dissatisfaction with the idea
but a lack of adequate forces. F. N . French was “thereby not
preveu~ed. from co-operating.~to the utmost extent compatablewith Lhi.~7 present resources——with any offensive movementcontemplated by General Jot fre.’ Guinn, British Strategy and.
Politics, 50.
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CHA PTER III

THE BREAKTHROUGH ONCE MORE , WIT H FEELING

The unremitting casualty rolls from the Somme and.

Verdun battlefields added. to the growing war-weariness in

France. The British nation , experienc ing its first massIve

losses , endured the sorrow but questioned the effectiveness

of the political and. nilitary leadership which allowed such

Pyrrhic victories. Premier Aristide Briand elevated Joffre to

the rank of Marshal of France and effectively relieved him

-: of any authority in military matters. At the same time ,

General Ferdinand Pooh , Jot fre ’s chief executive , was removed.

from his command. In England., the military structure, although

discredited, survived. Intact. Mr. Asquith’s coalition

government resigned. however, and, was replaced by that of’

Mr. David. Lloyd George . With these adjustment s, a new phase

of Allied military cooperation began.

The new leader of the French Armies was General

Robert Nivelle, a recent hero of the Verdun Battle. He was

a charming and forceful speaker; conversing in English fluently

and without accent. Perhaps because Lloyd George was unused

to such clear military discussions, he responded to N ivelle ’s

leadership and plans without reservation.1

Nivel]e ’s proposal was to mass the French Army for

one final breakthrough of the German line • Bas ically , he

42
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planned to apply the methods which had, proven tactically

successful at “erdun on a grand strategic scale. He foresaw

a dec isive battle on the Western Front which would destroy

the enemy ’ a main army and achieve the illusive breakthrough

which other military leaders had failed to achieve. he

planned to pin down the major portion of the enemy line with

British assistance and then shatter the front on the Chemins-

des-Dames ridge with a mass attack, reminicent of the plans

and doctrine of August , 1914. The attack, as he envisioned it,

would go through within twenty-four hours. He promised. that

if the attack did not succeed within forty-eight hours , it

would be halted. This plan was a drastic change f rom that

agreed upon in November by the military leaders. It required

an extension of the British line by more than twenty miles.

• It also placed. the principal burden of battle squarely back

upon the French Army .

Field-Marshal Haig offered. to begin his relief of the

French line or February 1st and indicated that after the

first increment of eight miles, the rate of relief would

depend upon the rate at which he received reinforcements.

In addition , Haig asked N ivel]e to agree that , if his

breakthrough failed, the French would relieve some of the British

line to allow the northern operations to continue in the

aumms~.
2 Affronted by the imagined lethargy of British support

for his program and even more insulted by the suggestion that 
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it might tail , Nivelle appealed. to his government to press

the Britl$h for more complete conformity to his desires.

At a Franco—British conference in December , Lloyd

George emphasized his support of the Nivelle plan but told

Haig that no British reinforcements from Salonhlca could be

expected. Before the next conference was held on Nivelle ’s

plan, the British Prime Minister met with the author and was

converted to its complete support . Lloyd George welcomed the

vision of a decisive end to the war, espec ially if it imposed

no heavy requirements upon his nation. His desire to win

‘on the cheap’ blinded. him to the fact that the plan was

merely a rerun of policies which had. failed. miserably in the

past two years.

At the second London conference on the proposed. plan,

Lloyd George agreed to send Haig two divisions from the home

~c’land defense force, In addition to four others. With this

reinforcement, it was agreed. that the British could. relieve

the full twenty miles of trenches requested by Nivelle by

April 1st. The stre ngth of the British Army would now be

increased to sixty-two divisions in France.3 With th is

expansion, however, another serious problem presented itself.

The growth of the British forces in northern Prance

had. placed a heavy strain upon the rail network which supplied

their needs . Hai g , in line with his policy of’ utilIzing

civilian expertise whenever advantageous , had appointed Eric

Geddes as the Director-General of Transportation for his

armies. Gedde s implemented. an extens ive program of coordinat ing

I~ 
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tacilit i~s in the flritlsh sector. Tho technical dctai1~ of

the logistical network were being dealt with and additional

rolling stock was being sent from England. However, for the

immediate needs of the expanding British front , much

dependence was placed upon French facilities. On January 24th

Haig explained to Ki velle that his current capacity of

150,000 tons of supplies per week would have to be increased

to 250,000 tons for effective implementation of the spring

offensive plans. The French viewed these requirements as

merely excuses for postponing the attack.4 Nlyelle proposed

to aid the British supply system and improve the northern

transportation network so that it could carry 200 ,000 tons

each week. Haig agreed to compromise on this supply plan.

At a later conference between the two commanders , the F~’ench

general extended his assurance of assistance to the promise - -

that the offensive would not begin until all BrItish

requirements had been met. This completely satisf ied Haig and

there appeared. to be no further technical problems In the
way of the planned offensive.

There was, however , one military exception which the

British commander made to N ivelle ’s plan. He insisted that

Vimy Ridge be included as an obj ective in the British portion
of the operation. He knew that the Allies could not operate
successfully east of Arras without first securing this

dominant terrain feature to his left rear. The French refused
to believe that the British could. secure Vimy R idge because
General Foch had attempted this twice and had been rep~zlsed.

- 
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Despite the skeptical French attitude, Sir Dourlas Haig

cont inued hi~i der~ands and finally received permission to

modify his plans . With all evident problems disposed of ,

there now appeared no further reason for high level discussion

but , surpri ;ingly , a full scale Franco—Brltish conference

was scheduled by Lloyd George to be held at Calais on February

26th. The reasons given for holding this meeting were to

conduct additional talks on the British supply facilities

and the continuing problems of the Allied forces on the

Macedonian Front .

‘The At ple_ of~ Discord.’

The Calais Conference met on February 26, 1917 and

its results were to color the political and military coord i-.

nation of Pranco-British affairs for the remaInder of the

war. The British Prime Minister, from the outset , allowed his

revul.~1on with the policies of his own commanders to so warp

his appreciation of the military situat ion, that he seriously

compromised what little unity of effort there had been up

until that time. An even more critical result of David Lloyd

George’s decisions at this conference was that he bound the

main Allied. Armies to a foolhardy military plan which would

nearly lose the war within three months.5

The purported reason for the conference-—the

— transportation problems behind the British lines--was quickly

brushed aside and the technical matters referred to a

cornmittee of experts. Lloyd George then turned to his real
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reason for calling the conference. He asked Nivelle and

Haig to sp-~ak frankly of any disagreements they had over

the coming operat ions . Ha ig naively spoke of the disagreement

over including Vimy Ridge In the British objectives. Lloyd

George then indicated. that he was not interested in technical

military points but was concerned that the highest level

military cooperation on the Western Front was ineffective.

This admission gave the French the opening they had been

awaiting. Lloyd George asked General Nivelle to place in

writing a guide to the military command structure which he

felt should be instituted on the Western Front. At last, the

conflict between the British political and military hierarchies

was exposed; the French could now formally gain asoendency in

the alliance.

- ~S Lloyd. George had informed the French govern ment and

GQG, throug h the Frenc h liaison officer at the War Office ,

that he was willing to allow the British forces in France to

be placed under General Nivel].e’s command. He expressed complete

confidenece in Nivelle ’s plan and the feeling that Nive]le had

to command all Allied troops tn -the coming operations for

success. He stated that these sentiments could not be

expressed publically because Pield-Marshal ifaig’s reputation

among the British people and in his army was too great. However,

he intimated that secret orders to the British Commander-in- - 
-

Chief , making him subordinate to Nivelle , would be possible.6

Accordingly , the French had prepared a detailed command forr!ula

end now presented it when the confere nce reconvened. 7

- 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

-

61



— -- -- ~~ - -~~~~~~~~~
.----- ---——— —-- - --- - — -- - - - — - —

~~
-
~~ 

-.-- -- ---—- ---
~~
- 

4.8

This comn and formula exploited all of the weaknesses

that l loyd Ueorgc had expo3cd . The nemorandum called for

ensuri ng “unity of coi~znand on the Western Front from the

1st of March 1917” by granti ng the French General —in-Chief

‘authority over the British forces operating on this front,

in all that concerns the conduct of operations and especially:

the planning and execut ion of offensive and defensive action;

• the dispositions of the forces... the boundaries between...

formations... L~n~7 the allotment of material.’ The British

commander would carry out “the directives and instructions

of the French Commander-in-Chief ’ and otherwise would only

handle ‘questions of personnel and. general disciplin e in

the British Armies.’ The French commander would control the

British forces through a chief of staff at GHQ who would

directly control the British General Staff and. Luarterinaster

General, bypassing the British commander. The ultimate

humiliation was that thi s arran gement was to be permanent ,

even if Nivelle was replaced , and could only be modified

by a new joint Fr an co—Br itish directive .

The British military were shocked by this proposal.

They had not been told of the pre-conference maneuvering or

even informed of the general topics of discus sion. In fact ,
they had pur posely been kept unaware of Lloyd George ’s plans.

Such a e.ttuatton left Haig and General Robertson bitter
toward their Prime Mini ster and distrustful of the ally with
whom they had always loyally cooperated. 
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General William Robertson vowed that he would resign

his position as Chief of the Imperial General Staff rather

than allow the British Armies to be placed in such a

subordinate role. Sir Douglas HaIg, while smarting under this

blow of ingratitude, publicly held, that the higher command

system was a political and not a milita ry concern and was,

therefore, not within the realm of his responsibility. The

French proposal was even too drastic and specific for Lloyd

George.- As a result, a second command proposal was drafted

which approved the 1917 war plans of General Nivelle, gave

the French Commander-in—Chief ‘general direction’ of the

campaign but gave the British commander the option of’

appealing to his government if his forces were endangered. 
—

This hastily prepared compromise was approved, but its

imprecise nature soon became a source of friction.

The day after the conclusion of the Calais Conference,

Haig received from Nivelle a peremptory order for all

Instructions issued by GHQ to the army commanders to be sent

to the French headqu arters first. This obvious attempt to

meddle in the internal operations of the British command may

have been caused by Ntvelle’s desire to embarass Haig and. force
him to resign or it may have resulted f r om the French officer’s

imperfect understanding of’ the final limitations of the Calais

agreement. In any event, Sir Douglas protested to his govern-

ment that he was being treated unfairly and that the relat ion-

ship with Ntvelle should be further defined. At thIs point, the

relationship between the French and British High Commands

_ _ _ _
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became spiteful arid, sank to the lowest point in the war.8

The result of’ Haig ’s protest was a second conference ,

held in London on March 13th , to def ine more precisely the

command relationships between the two generals. The resulting

agreement reaffirmed the British commander as a coequal and

instructed “the French Commander-in-Chief LEg7 only

communicate with the Authorities of the British Army through

the British Commander—in—Chief. ’ It further specified that

‘all British troo ps stationed in France L~oul~7 remain in all

circumstances under the orders of their own chiefs and of the

British Commander—in-Chief .’ The final, agreement did , however ,

authorize the ‘French Commander-in-Chief LEo receivf~J from

the British Commander—in—Chief information as to his operation

orders as well as all information respecting their execution.’9
When asked to approve this agreement, Sir Douglas Haig

refused to give a blanket endorsement :

I agree with the above on the understanding that
while I am fully determined to carry out the
Calais Agreement in spirit and. letter , the British
Army and its Commander -in-Chief will be regarde d
by General Nivelle as Allies and not as subordinates ,
except during the particular operations which he
explained at the Calais Conference.

Further, While I also accept the Agreement
respecting the functions of the British Mission at
French Headquarters, it should be understood that
these functions may be subject to modifications
as experience shows to be necessary. 10

This endorsement is interesting for several reasons. FIrstly,

Haig’s principal objection to any modification in the comm and

arrangement which had existed between General Jof’f’re and him-

self was apparently more one of form than reality. He insisted

- - 
_ _ _ _ _
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that he be recognized as an ally and not as a subordinate,

when he had, in practice, readily subordinated hImself and

h
~
s forces to the wishes of the former French commander.

Another key to Haig’s attitude Is seen in his pragmatic

approach to the liaison system between GHQ and GQG. Haig wanted

to ensure that he retained control of his General Staff sections

and, the Quartermaster General’s activities. But the most

obvious exception which Haig took to the previous negotiations

was that he viewed any direct subordination of British forces

to French command as a temporary expedient and, that he agreed

to conform to General Nivelle’s wishes only for the forth-

coming spri ng offensive. -

This exchange of proposals and counterproposals did

nothing but exacerbate the latent distrust between the French

and British High Commands. In fact, the command structure soon

became unimportant in comparison to the disastrous course of’

events or. the battlefield. In any event, the British head-

quarters did conform to Nivelle’s plan, with the inclusion of

Vimy Ridge as an objective, and, loyally carried out all

• instructions of the French Commander-in-Chief)~
1

The End of the French Army

Throughout the period of recrimination and confusion

over Franco—British military coordination, the enemy had been

preparing to nullify the effectiveness of Nivelle’s planned

offensive. The German fortifications behind, the Noyen salient,

~
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a part of’ the H indenburg Line , had long been suspected by

British intelligence of portend ing a voluntary withdrawal.

• During the very Calais Conference, which had committed the

ALLies to Ntvelle’s attack, Douglas Haig had received reports

from his Fifth Army that eremy contact had been lost in some

areas arid that the Germans had begun a general withdrawal.

These reports served, to confirm }laIg’s lack of confidence in

the Nivelle plan. This move by the enemy had been one of the

reasons for the incluzion of Vimy Ridge in the British portion

of the operations. The German withdrawal shortened their line,

greatly increased their defensive power and, freed units for

possible offensive action.

After the London meetings, the German withdrawal was

moving rapidly. The two planned holding attacks were seriously

affected by the withdrawal , but the main attack in the south

was not. Nivelle , after promising an end to the war in one

offensive , was now trapped by his own publicity campaign. He

refused to modify his plans to conform to the changed coned-

tions and maintained an air of optimism. However, the firm

support he had, enjoyed , especially from his own government,

was rapidly beir.g eroded. The Briand Government fell on March

17, 1917 and the new ministry, headed by M. Alexand,re Ribot,

had. as its War Minister Paul Painlev , a skeptic about the

soundness of N1,velle’s plans. Painlev€ inquired among the

Army Group commanders about the plan and found that the

subordinates who would t~ave to carry out the orders also had

serious misgivings about them. 

-- -~~~~~~~~~ -- -~-~~~~ -
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To add to N ivelle ’s problems, it became apparent that

there would be no cooperative efforts z’rom the other theaters

of war to divert the enemy ’s reserves. The tottering Russian

Army would make no offens ive efforts unt il the end of June and

a weak Allied offensIve In Macedonia had ended after only

twelve d~iys on March 23rd . The British had sent the Italian
• 1 Army ten batteries of six—inch howitzers in hopes of spurring

an offensive on that front .12 However, General Cadorna, fearing

an Austro-German attack after the fall of Rou mania and the

Russian Revolution, did. not begin his offensive until after

• Nivelle ’s had failed. There appeared to be no chance of the

- - simultaneous cooperation which had been in effect under Joffre’s

suzerainty. To cliMax the cha in of bad omens for the success

of the spri ng offensive , the Germans captured a set of

operational plans for the main attack on April kth. General

Nivelle , faced . with these mount ing obstacles, persisted with

his plans without any substantial changes.

On April 9th, General Rawlinson’s Fourth British Army

began the much publicized campa ign. The assault on V imy Ridg e

was a complete success and the British attack , designed merely

as a holdir~ act ion, gained from two to five miles along a
twenty—five mile front. The Arras offensive, with no real
strategic objective, was maintained after these initial gains

only to prevent the enemy from massing reserves agains t the

French in the so~ith.

~ 

- 
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Nivolle’s grand assault commenced on the following

day. Instead of the expected breakthrough, the thirty division

attac k penetr ated only to the second defensive positions in

a few areas. Following this meager advance, the offensive was

cnt cked all along the line. The poor showing of the French

Army, after Nivelle’s vaunted promises, caused a disastrous

let down in morale. The French nation had. nurtured unreal-

istic hopes that the operation would end the war; when it did

not, the reaction was understandably sharp.13

The discredited Ribo t Government replaced Nivelle with

the circumspect General Henri Pé’tain. P~tain favored a

military course of ‘limited liability’ and would await the

arrival of the great American Army without further debilitating

cotivity. The French Army turned inward to heal its mutiny-
- 

- riddled spirit and passed the initiative for the remainder of

the year to the British. Without an active ally, Douglas Haig

moved without external restra int upon his command until the

following November.

After P~tain assumed, actual command, the wave of
indisclpline in the French Army arid numerous acts of mutiny

convinced him that the Frenc h could no longer continu e

offensive aotion. 11
~ It is apparen t that Pgta in informed Field-

Marshal Haig of his military problems almost immediately .

Ha ig also received detailed information on the d ire conditIon

of his ally from his liaison personnel and French and, British

political leaders. 

-
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The Third Ypres Campaign was undertaken for numerou s

and comph’x ro:u;jn~ . in addit ion to d ive r t tug  the Gorzn an

• Army ’s attent ion from the perilous condition of the French

nation , perha ps the second most compelling reason was the

Royal Navy’s unbearable problem of countering the full scale

German submarine campaign. The unrestricted ‘U-boat ’ campaign

earlier in the year was causing irreplaceable merchant ship-

ping losses and it was believed that the submarine pens at

Ostend and Zeebrugge Belgium were the home bases of these

raiding vessels. Admiral Jellicoe, suffering under the strain

of three years in command of the British blockade of the

continent , added his plea for the Army to relieve the mounting

pressure. The First Sea Lord disclosed to Field-Marshal Haig

and the War Cabinet that unless the menace of the underwater

boats was neutralized by seizure of their home ports, Great

Britain would be unable to continue the war int o 1918. 16

Another considerat ion which affected Haig ’s decision

to carr y on with the planne d offens ive was that the American

military power which had recently been added to the coalition

would take six months to a year before it could be effecitvely

applied on the Western Front . A third factor was that the

British Government, led by Lloyd George, was pressing its

illusory dream of victory on the Italian Front or in the

~iddle East. This possibility always threatened to draw British

strength to the eubsidiary theaters. Since Haig was unalterably

opposed to this view, he feared that it he did not utilize his

battle—ready forces they would eventually be siphoned off .  A
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final factor in Haig’s dec is ion to proceed with the northern

operations may have been Great Britain’s commitment to restore

Belgium as a soverign and. neutral state. The Third Ypres

Casupaigii we.~ the only offensive action attempted by the Allies

aimed at freeing Belgium. When it is remembered that England’s

only announced goal, upon entering the war, was the restoration

of Belgium it is not surprising that it was the British who

pressed the campaign.

Thus, the British Army commenced the Third Ypres

Campaign on July 31, 1917. It was preceeded. with the brilliant

limited assault on the Messines—Wytschaete Ridge to straighten

out the lines on the 7th of June. Following this, the main

effort of the land operations to seize the Paschendaele Ridge

would commence. After the successful completion of this phase,

an amphibious raid, behind the enemy trench line would be

conducted to secure Ostend. If this were successful, the entire

German northern flank could be turned and the salient cutting

into the heart of France would be untenable for the enemy.

However, due to the lateness of the season it was expected that

heavy rains would force a closure of active militar y campaigning

before all phases could be completed.

Unfortunately the weather broke earl ier than expected

and the second phase of the campaig n began in the wettest August

recorded in thirty years . The German forces rotated defensive

units into the Flanders area and further impeded the British

advance. Finally it was decided to limit the scope of the

operation and, to merely press on to the conclus ion of phase two.

— - - .. - • - -— — •. - - .-—.. - .  - . - • — - .  —,-•-~~ .—.—~I~
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The seizure of the Paschedaele Ridge was an arduous task;

costly In men and materiel to both attacker and defender.

It d id. not achieve the announced objectives but did divert

the atte nt ion of the German Army from the faltering French

line and achieved continued depletion of the German strength.

Erich Ludendorff, the actual German com~aMer, commented:

‘...the costly August battles imposed a great strain on the

Western germa~7 troops. I myself was placed in an awkward

predicament. The state of affairs in the West appeared to

prevent the execution of our plans elsewhere, our wastage had

been...high.~~
Paschendaele was not secured until November, 1917

at a cost of more than 200,000 casualties. The grir~ding

exporicncea at the frcnt, th3 mud and the inconclusive

nature of daily operations led to another great wave of war

weariness in the British Government. The British public was

not aware of the real character of the fighting until, after

the war.

During this period there was virtually no inter-Allied

cooperation or coord ination. The Frenc h Army , under General

P~tain , continued its moral and physical rearmament in virtual

secrecy. The Italians were concerned with their static f ront

on the Isonzo River. The Russians were being effectively

eliminated from the war by German victories and internal

revo3.u~~.on. The prospective American Armies were being raised

and trained but would not be fielded for at least six months.

The only active front was that of the British in Flanders. 
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Although this activity kept the Germans from seizing the

initiative in a more vulnerable theater, there was little

reason to attempt coordination until the French and, Americans

• were capable of effective action.

The results of cooperative Allied efforts under

General Jot fre during the first two years of the war had

proven frustrating anã had greatly weakened the Entente’ s

military position. The politicians had retrieved their

rightful contro l over , the conduct of the war and instituted

their kind of unified command--subordination of the Britis h

Army to Frenc h generals. In a very short time this solution

had failed miser ably. This failure effectively suspended

militar y cooperation until defeat confronted the alliance. 
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Notes for’ CHAPTER III

11t is of historic -a ]. significanc e that Mr. Lloyd
George ‘.ras advised by two military men , Haig and. Robertson ,- ( w}~o were inarticulate in personal conversation. Not untilGeneral Henry Wilson replaced Robertson as CIGS in 1918
did Lloyd Geor~e have a military advisor who could matchthe politicians’ art of persuasion. See: Robert Blake, ed.,
The Private Pacers of Dou~las. Hajg . 1.914-1919 (London: Eyre
and Spottiswood,e, 1952), p. 28.

2JOhn H. Davidson, Haiz: Master of the Field (London:
Peter Nevill, 1953) , pp. 26—27.

31n addition, the British forces included.: three
Cavalry Divis ions, 5 Australi an Infantry Divisions , four
Canadian Infantry Divisions and one New Zealand Inf antry
Division. John Terraine, Ordeal of Victory (New York:

• Lippincott , 1963), p. xvii.

~Thts incident illuminates another simple ‘but basic
problem in combined military operations. The very difference
between the French a’~d British standards of living caused theBritish soldier to expect more food, ammunition and other
classes of supply than his French counterpart. Thus, when the
British made logistical plan s they were on a different scale
than those of the French. The French did not understand this
difference and, actually felt that the British were inflating
their require ments as an excuse for not pa rtici pating in the
Operation.

5”lhile much has been written on the subject of General
Nive].le’s offensive on the Chemins-des—Dames the entire opera-
tion awaits definitive interpretation. The account by Brigadier-
General E. L. Spears, Prelude to Vtcto~y~ (London: Cape, 1939)is interesting and most informative. The author, a British
liaison officer at G~G, discounts Nivelle on several superf i—cial grounds, however.

6Telegram, Commandant Bertier de Sauvigny to GeneralNivelle, February 19, 1917, FrederIck B. Maurice Lessons of
Allied CooDeratjpn: Naval. Ni)~,ttary and, Air 191.4—1918 (London:
Oxford University Press, 1942), 81.

7Translation of French memorandum, February 26, 1917.Edmonds, BOH. 191?, App, I, pp. 62-63.

-- iii ’•i II’_ T:TTTITI±IITTITI .I1±~~_j~



- — — — a —  D

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _ -  -

60

8Anot her possible explanation of Nivelle’s ungentle-
manly behavior stems fro m the attitude of his principal
assistant , the consurpttve Colonel D’Alenson. As Nivelle’s
chef Ue~cab1n~t he sought “by a series Of dictatorial instruc-
t ions... LtQ[produce a crisis and Naig ’s res ignation. In
this object D’Al’~nson failed, and even the temporary har m he
did to Allied relations was minimized by }iaig’s own balance
of mind, for if strong to complain he was not strong to
retaliate; and it is one of the highest tributes to him that
although sorely tried he never let his sense of injury obscure
his sense of the need for cooperation between the Allies.”
Basil H. Liddell Hart, H itp~tton3: Ten Years After (New york:
Little, Brown, 1928), p. 129.

9’Relations Between the French and British Commanders—
• in Chief,’ May 13, 191?, Edmonds, ~0H. 1917, App, I, p. 66.

101b1d. , p. 68.

1’3F. It. Haig, in a letter to General Nive].le on March
18, 1917, sought to dampen the growing animostiy between the
French and British military headquarters. He f~lt .“confident
that ‘unity of ~~~~~~ L~ou] .~J be assured if ~the two cominanderilwere allowed to settle their own affairs together’ without
civilian interference. Letter, Haig to Ntvsile Diarie~j~~
~~~~rs of Sir Douglas Ha-i.,~ National Library of Scotland , H. 176.

121n addition, a liaison team was sent to Italy to
coordinate plans for British reinforcement of the Italian Army
in the event of an AustrIan victory on the Isonzo. ‘0. B. 2019,
8th April 1917,’ Diaries and Papers, H. 176.

13Thoma~e D. Shumate Jr. ‘The Allied Supreme War Council,1917-1918,’ (unpublished, doctoral dissertation, University of
Virginia, 1952), pp. 12-13. General Wilson, the chief British

-
~~ liaison officer, wrote to Haig on June 28, 1917: ‘The French

Army is in a state of indiscipline not due to losses but
disappointment. ’ he urged continued British offensive pressure
in the no~’~ t~ provide the French with time to rebuild. Blake,
•~~. .!—1-vate Papers, p. 242.

~~The French Army mutinies of 1917 are a most sensitivetopic with French historians, as they were with the French High
Command. Little evidence remains of the actual acts of indis—
cipline or of the measures taken to counteract them. Corres-
pondingly , little historical research has been undertaken on
the subject. The best available sources are : Bently B. Gilbert
and Paul P. Bernard,, ‘French Army Mutinies of 1917, ’ Hi storIan,

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _ _ _   J



_ _ _ _ _ _

61

XXII,(Novemter, 1959), 24—~1~ G. A. M., ‘The Bent Sword , ”
Blapkwood ’s Mac~azine, CCLV , ( January, 1944) , 1-8; and R~~hard
H. Watt, Dare Call It Treason (New York: Simon and. Schuster,
1963) .

-
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1’5P~tain met with Ifaig on May 18, 1917, three daysafter he replaced Nivelle. Haig’s Operations Officer quotes
P~tatn as d.iscussir.g in an outspoken manner the “unrest”
within the Fr3nch Army. P~tain was shown the plans of the

- - British Ypres offensive and agreed that it was essential to
the Allied cause that the BrItish attack to distract th~attention of the Germans from the FTench. This information
is essential to understanding the Third Ypres Campaign because
critics of allied cooperation deny that Haig Ia~ew of Petain’sdifficulties. See: Davidson, Master of the ~ie1d, pp. 15—17;Diary Entry, D4aries and Paoers, 11.176, July 16, 1917; and
Paul Palnievé, Comme J’ai NommeI Foch (Paris: F. Alcon, 1923),
p. 143.

entry June 20, 1917. Blake, ed., Private Papers,
240—41. Jellicoe’s desperate comments were accepted by the
audience as a vital but not overriding consideration. In fact,
the answer to the U-Boat threat came in convoying merchant
vessels rather than destruction of their home ports. See also:
Davidso n , Maste r of the Field, p. 13.

17General Erich Ludendorff , My War Memorie s. 1914- 1918
(2d ed.; London: Hutchinson, 1919), II , pp. 90—92.
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CHAPTER IV

WAR BY COMMITTEE OR THE SUPREME W. C.

The realizat ion by the Western pol i tical leade rs that the

prosecution of the war was ineffective and wasteful led them to develop

various schemes to achieve unity of military di rection. These schemes

reflected the national outlook of each leader and were subject to

limi tations imposed by the mandates held from thei r peoples . The French

wished to have a thorough-going joint military command structure -

controlled by a French Generalissimo . The newly-joined American nation

also emphasized the need for unified military control and was, willing

to submi t its forces to the overall command of a foreign general. The

Italian nation was a minor contributor to the military effort on the

Western Front and their principal Interest lay in obtaining technical 
- - -

and material assistance from France and Great Bri t,ain. Ital y woul d

accept the principle of a French Generalissimo on the Franco-British

front so long as their voice dominated the actions in the Italian

theater. The miniscule Belgian Army, under its constitutional Commander-

in-Chief King Albert, coul d not lormally accept foreign control . However ,

its act4 on~ were integrated under effecti ve French control by the

dppointment of a French general offi cer as the Chief of Staff of the

Belgian Army. The British Empi re, represented by the gove rnment of

Great Bri tain, could not accept the control of a French Generalissimo

until disaster f3ced the alliance. The principal reasons for the British

intransigence in this matter were the public sentiment in favor of

62
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maintaining a separate force under a Bri tish leader and the fact that

France no longer contributed the major share of the military power of

the Alliance but would Insist upon the right of naming the Generalissimo .1

As has been outlined previously, the inability of the major

dliles to subordinate thei r selfish national interests to a common goal

had restricted the scope of any plans for unity of command in military

planning and execution from the outset of the war. As is characteristic

in democratic societies, it took a traumatic shock of near-defeat to

change this pattern of limi ted cooperation. The rout of General Lui gi

Cadorn a ’s armies on the Isonzo Front on October 24, 1917, durIng the

Battle of Caporetto, provided the impetus for the beginning moves in a

series of command experiments which would culminate in the selection

of an over-al l commander for the Allied armies.2

At a meeting between David Lloyd George, Paul Panlev~, and

Vittor io Orlan do at the Ital i an resort of Rapal lo on November 7th , the

Allies agreed to establish a Supreme War Council.3 The purpose of this

counci l was to provide political and military coordinati on for the

Allied military effort and specifi cally to avert any future fiascos such

as Caporetto, which had cost a quarter of a million prisoners and

requi red the rapid redeployment of eleven French and Bri tish divisions

to the Italian theater.4

- 
- Each nation was to be represented on the council either by its

premIer or his deputy and one other civilian representative. A leading

military officer from each army was to act as the government’s technical

advisor on a board of Permanent Military Representatives which would

provide the War Counci l with appropriate plans and recommendations for

thei r approval. As a compromise gesture to N. Panleve ’s acceptance of

_ _ _  — - 
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the British plan to limi t the powers of the Council , the political

leaders directed that the I?oard of Permanent Military Advisors would

meet at least once each month in the Paris suburb of Versailles .5

• 
. 

The French proposed that the Permanent Military Representati ves

should be the Chiefs of Staff or the Commanders-in-Chief of the

parti cipating nations . This requirement was unacceptable to Lloyd

George since his ultimate desi re was to bypass his leading military

officers and direct the war effort himself through a uniformed spokesman.

Another defect in the French proposal was that the use of officers already

commi tted to national goals would require dual allegiance--to thei r own

armies and to the board. It was therefore decided that the military

representatives would be disassociated from national assignments .6

General Ferdinand Foch , General Henry Wilson , Genera l’ Luigi

Cadorna and General Tasker Bliss were appointed as the Ini tial Permanent

Military Representatives.7 From this selection , it is obvious that

only Great Britain abided by the agreement to separate national and

coalition loyalties. Foch had resigned as the Fre’nch Chief of Staff to

assume his new post, Bl iss was the former American Chief of Staff, and

Luigi Cadorna had recently been replaced as the Commander-in-Chief of

the I tal i an Arm ies. Henry W i lson , in contras t, had been unemp loyed since

his relief from duties as the Bri tish liaison officer to the Grand

Quartier General. He had been elevated to the rank of ful l General for

his new assignment and his milita ry outlook was closer to that of the

i~rime Minister than to those of the leaders of the Bri tish Army.
8

In fact, Great Br ita i n ’s Prime Minister hobbled the effectiveness

of the Supreme War Counci l by nominating Wilson to sit as the British

emissary. Wilson was distrusted by Field-Marshal Haig and General

LA ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -~~~~~~~ - - ~~~~~~~ -_ _-  - - - - - - — -



Robertson .9 Neither Haig nor Robertson agreed wi th the idea of ttn~
counci l or the military proclivities of Lloyd George. 

- The fiery Wei sh iti at i

reciprocated the feelings of the military leaders and felt that thei r

~onc°pts of warfare were barren and could never produce a vi ctorious

conclusion to the war. The atmosphere of distrust which surrounded

British military planning and direction could only spawn misunderstanding

in the War Counci l and among the military leaders of the principal forces

on the Western Front. Unfortunately, Lloyd George never felt secure

enough to risk the morally correct but politically inexpedient course

of replacing Field-Marshal Haig.10

Wilson and the disgraced Field-Marshal Sir John French had been

consulted by the Prime Minister earlier, on the 11th and 20th of October,

in an attempt to determine the proper course for British Empi~re military

strategy.U In an interesting and strongly biased report, the two

former supporters of the “Western Strategy” and central figures in past

disputes wi th the French High Command determined that a supreme council

for the di rection of joint military operations was’ now requi red.12

This unprecedented procedure for obtaining milita ry advice and its

result gained Lloyd George’s warm acceptance. The ad hoc military

advisors had merely told the Prime Ministe r what he wished to hear and

thei r questionable prestige was added to his campaign to nullify the

infl uence of Haig and Robertson. This was the Prime Minister ’s goal

in consulting French and Wilson and in proposing a Supreme War Council ,

although it must be noted that in his mind these objectives were a vital

first step toward winning the war.13

It soon became apparent that the Supreme Allied War Council

would be an ornamental structure erected as a sign of prompt politi cal
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reaction to the fruitless military strategy of the preceeding years.

As a political sop to the public , It was an effective tool for the war

leaders of the Entente powers.14 It also presented a seinbience of

n~1ltary efficiency to the newly associated power--the United States of

Ameri ca. American President Wilson and his advisors were keenly aware

of the need for concerted di rection of the coalition war effort ,

although they were equally determi ned not to become entangled in the

political and diplomatic intrigues of Europe. Thus, the newest member

of the coalition was the most insistent upon a strong Board of Military

Representatives while their interest in the politi cal coordination of

the Supreme War Counci l was negli gible.15 Events would prove that the

reverse emphasis was built into the structure of the council. The

Military Representatives could provide a limi ted amount of t~chnical

advice but this was useless wi thout the executive power to implement

their plans.

An even more debilitating feature of the Supreme War Council’ s

procedure was the requirement for unanimi ty upon all Military plans and 
-•

reports were submi tted by the Board of Military Representatives to the

War Counci l members in the form of Joint Military Notes. “No joint note

was submi tted to the Counci l for consideration unless it had been

unanimously accepted by the military representatives .”16 General Tasker

Bliss In describing this unfortunate system to the Ameri can Secretary

of War N:wf~ baker related:

Every military plan made here is necessari ly a compremise.
If one of the [Military Representatives] knows that his Government
will not approve he refuses to give his assent.. ..each of us
surrenders such of his objections as are not radical in order
to reach agreement.. .Otherwlse any action here would be
Impossible.ll

~1TIT T~T~
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Even when the military presented a united front to the Counc il

men~ers , a second barrier existed--projects could not be implemented

unti l each of the nations of the Entente had given its assent. Closed

negotiati ng sessions between political representati ves assured agreement

on an issue before it was allowed to be discussed in open session.

Thus , the open meetings merely formalized previously deci ded courses of

action and were devoid of meaning ful debate.18

If these obstacles of compromise were successfully surmounted ,

the program was then implemented by coordination between the Allied

governments through their own General Staffs or Comanders-in-Chief.

Wi th such a complex process for adopting a course of action it is no

wonder that Douglas Haig was unworried about the Supreme War Council’ s

effect upon his command. His realisti c contempt for the poi ftical

machinations of the Counci l is evi dent from his diary entry on the day

he was fi rst informed of the decision to create the body.

Sunday , November 4, [1917]... I told him [Lloyd George] that
the proposal [for an Inter-Allied Supreme War Council and Staff]
had been cons idered for three years and each time had been
rejected as unworkable. I gave several reasons why I thought
it could not work , and that it would add to our diffi culties
having such a body. The P. M. then said that the two
Governments had deci ded to form it; so I said , there is no
need saying any more then ... L. G. is feeling that his
position as P. M. is shaky and means to try and vi ndicate his
conduct of the war in the eyes of the public and try and put
the people against the soldiers... I should think (he is] most
unreliable. 19

At the second meeti ng of the Supreme War Council , the newly

ins talled Premier of France , Georges Clemenceau , moved that  the first

business of the Counci l should be to exami ne and prepare plans for the

military operations to be undertaken in 1918. M. Clemenceau asked that
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the Military Representatives be instructed to exaniin ’ th ’ poscihlr

courses of action and answer these questions :

First, it should be assume d that Russia would not be in a

posi tion to give the Allies any effective support. How many effective

enemy divisions would be freed by this situation?

Secondly , now that the Italian Front had been stabilized and

the Franco-British Front weakened , should an offensive in Italy be

considered?

-
~~~~~ Th i rd , what strength could the American forces provide during

1918? The answer to this question depended largely on shipping

: available through diverting it from supply missions.

Finall y, since the war had become one of exhaus tion , shoul d

the Allies consider the destruction of Germany’s allies prior to the

final assault upon the pri ncipal enemy? This course was the “Eas terner ’s”

strategy of knocki ng the props out from under Germany .2°

These very same questions had been dealt with by the Commanders-

in-Chief and the Chiefs of Staff at their July 25th meeting in Paris.

In view of the expected increase in German forces opposing the Franco-

British line in France due to the col lapse of the Russian Front, the

military leaders recommended that the secondary theaters be held

defensi vely and that all available strength be transferred to the - -

Western Front. The generals also recommended the “unifi cation of action

on the Western Front by the help of a permanent Inter-Allied military

organization which should study and make preparations for the rapid

aovement of troops from one theater to another.”21

General Wilson to ok the lead in organizing the work of the

tary ~.~r. øntat ives . His competent staff organization , whi le

~
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separated from the Imperial General Staff, was a model upon which the

other nations fashioned their own organizat ions .22 Wilson also became

the leader of the representati ves in preparing their joint notes.

Twelve notes were prepared between the second an d thi rd meet i ng of the

Supreme War Council. 23

~‘i~~ e number one , in response to M. Clemenceau ’s queri es,

recommended the adoption of a defensive policy from the North Sea to the

Adriatic. Thi s conclus ion was reached follow i ng reason i ng whi ch was
qui te similar to that used by the national army commanders in their July

meeting . This note speci fically called for , in addit ion , the systematic

defense and gradual retirement from the Macedonian Front. The entire

defensive policy was considered a necessary preparation for a strong

coordinated offensive in 1918 in any theater where it was considered

an opportune strategy. This offensive would have to await more

detailed information on the politi cal situation in Russia and the

military requi rements of the Italian front.

Notes two through eleven dealt wi th technical military matters

such as army reorgan i za tion , logistical problems , effectiveness of

aircraft and tanks and the extension of the Bri tish Army’s front in

northern France by approximately sixty mi les.24 In note number twelve

a general survey of the military sphere of the war was presented. The

“Wes tern ” philosophy of strategy was expounded and the securi ty of the

Franco-Bri tish front was stressed as vi tal to the hope of eventual

victory. The estimate of enemy offensive power which might be thrown

against this front was given as up to ninty-six divisions . To face

such a large enemy attack the enti re Western Front had to be considered

as extend i ng south to the Adriati c Sea. In addition , the required
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reinforcement of the front by at least two Ameri can divisions each

month would be necessary to assure the repulse of any enemy initiative.

The Military Representatives called for attention to be paid to all

phase: of defensive tactics, includi ng increased weapon density and

the ability to rapidly transfer reinforcements from one sector of the

expanded front to another. The technical advisors to the political

leaders of the Allied powers could foresee.no change of obtaining a

final or even decisive vi ctory on the Western Front in 1918. They

planned on achieving victory only after the arrival of a massive

American Army and an offensive move begun in the summer of 1919 or even

1920. Thus , the Mi l i tary Represen tatives l ooked forward to a con ti nu ance

of a war of attrition in the west. 25

The Military Representatives saw no opportunity for ~ dec isive

victory in Mesopotamia either. However , they felt that the elimi nati on

of Turkey from the war would have far-reaching effects upon the enti re

military situation. If this collapse could be achieved immediately,

the Allies might be able to retrieve thei r losses in Southern Russia and

Rouman ia. Thus , the f ina l call for the offens ive in the M iddle Eas t

conflicted with the general theme of the note which stressed the

assumption of a completely defensive posture. The only concession

to the overall plan of defensive strategy was that the Turkish offensive

could not be contemplated unless the current troop strength on the

Western Front was maintained .

When the Supreme War Counci l met for its third session on

January 30, 1918, Its fi rs t order of business was consideration of

Joint Note number twelve. The coordinated defensive posture of the

Western Front , to include the Italian theater was accepted. In addi tion ,
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the principle of a counter—of fensive to be delivered when circums tances

warranted such action was also agreed upon. However, the condition

that British and French troop strength be maintained at current levels

for the securi ty of the Western Front was a point of intense disagreement.

General Pé~tain and Fi eld-Marshal Haig stated and , when pressed

for proof , illustrated wi th statistics , that the proposed dearth of

replacements would require the breaking up of thirty Bri tish and twenty-

fi ve French divisions In 1918.26 This revelation immediately forced

M. Clememceau to side wi th the generals in demanding the ancillary

campa ign in Turkey be cancel led. The military’s proposal was in line

with the stated conditions of Joint Note twelve that the effective

combat strength of the British and French armies be maintained before

F any side acti ons be undertaken.

Lloyd George , the man responsible for wi thholdi ng troops from

the Bri tish Armi es in France , refused to accept the pos tponement of

his Turkish plans .27 He pointed out that the German Army had held its
front successful ly with a defensive inferiority o1~ four to seven .

Duri ng this period , Serbia and Roumania had been destroyed and Russia

nearly knocked out of the war when the German generals realized that

decisive results could not be achieved on the Western Front. The British

Prime Minister had no faith in his military leaders’ ability to push

the C~rmans back to the Rhine Ri ver and felt his only alternative was

to defend in the west and force one of Germany’s allies from the war.

M. Clememceau was understandably much more concerned and sensitive to

the Entente’s defensive capabilities in the west and insisted that the

security and strength of the Allied positions here overrode all other

considerations . The basic point of contention between the French and

_ _  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
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British ministers was how effecti ve the current force levels would be

wi thout reinforcement and ~‘dequate replacement of wastage . Lloy d

George maintained that the declining troop strength would be adequate

while Clemenceau agreed with the military commanders and the Permanent

Military Representatives who insisted that strength be maintained in

the west before operations in any other theater could be planned.

In a private meeting during the evening recess, Mr. Lloyd George

and M. Clemenceau compromised their di fferences and the shrewd Celt’s

maneuveri ng achieved a tacti cal success. The joint resoluti on which

was issued the next morning allowed the British to continue wi th their

planned Turkish offensive plans . This resol ution accepted “ ...Joint

Note No. 12 of the Military Representatives on the Plan of Campaign

for 1918,” the Bri tish Government agreed to using “in the mos~t effecti ve

fashion the forces already at its disposal in the Eastern theatre”

and assured their allies that they had “no intention of diverting

‘nrces from the Western Front” to the other theaters .28 Of course the

Bri tish were free to send all their trained replacements to the Turkish

theater and send “ scraps ” to the British Armies serving under Haig.

Since there had never been a proposal to divert troops from France to

the east , the compromise resolution was a complete victory for Lloyd

George but one which would cause his armies to suffer grievously wi thin

the coming months.

- Defense Compared wi th Offense

With the acceptance of the obvious military disadvantages the

A l l i e s  would face in the spring of 1918, the entire complexion of the

problems of mi litary cooperation had changed. With the rapid transferral
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of German strength to the Western Front the Aflies would , for the first

time since August, 1914, be faced wi th a superior enemy.

Coordination of disparate military units , like that of chance

• acqua i ntances , is relati vely simple and characterized by unselfishness

in good times . Al though maximum effi ciency , unity of purpose , and

• timely scheduling are not always achieved by voluntary cooperation under

easy circums tances , they do have a patina of effectiveness. In difficult

periods , when defeat and destruction are immi nent to one or each of the

coopera ti ng members , this system fails completely and shows that national

sel f-interest ano preservation are, after all , the primary motivati ng —

factors in coaliti on warfare.

Dur ing peri ods of defens i ve opera tions , coalition members are

loa th to trans fer reserves to a nei ghbor ’s threatened sector for fear

of weakening their own capabilities for survi val . A military commander,

by the very nature of his calling, must prepare for the wors t possible

slt~atiuns . In periods of joint military operations this worst possible

situation is the unleashing of all of the common enemy’s des tructive

force on the front of one partner. All the ins tincts of the military

commander and his staff lead to a pessimistic evaluation of the enemy ’s

capabilities and options. The moral advantage inherent in an offensive

posture is therefore multiplied when opposing a defense prepared by a

coalition of sovereign states .

For these rather basic reasons , a joint defensive operati on

demands firmer control and stricter obedience by the leaders of the

national military components than do joint offensive maneuvers . The

fact that sys tem “D” had sufficed in 191429 and the French Army’s
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overwhelmi ng contribution to the Allied cause in the early stages of the

war served to dull the impect of this lesson upon wes tern nt i1it~ ry l J ~rc .

The Permanent Military Representati ves , from their detached

vantage point , could discern the need for more precise commitments for

military assistance and control . The members were also influenced by

the extraordinary example of the small German General Reserve of six

divisions . This reserve had successfully infl uenced the outcome of

events in the Roumanian , Russian and Italian theaters.3° The lesson

drawn from the successes of this unit was that the Allies also needed

a General Reserve In their organization to counter the expected German

thrusts in the spring. The Board of Military Representati ves proposed

the formation of a thirty division reserve composed of ten Bri tish ,

thirteen French and seven Italian divisions . The control of ~this force

was to be vested In a Military Executive War Board (EWB ) which was ,

interestingly enough, the Permanent Military Representatives wi th a new

.~~r° ~nd ~xpand~rl powers . The Executive War Board would deci de where

the General Reserve was to be stati oned, to which area of the front it

would be commi tted and when to wi thdraw the forces . During the actual

employment of the Reserve in combat It would be under the contro l of

the nati onal Commander-in-Chief. 31

At the third plenary session of the Supreme War Council , the

national political leaders instructed the Permanent Military Representati ves

to investigate the usefulness of forming an Inter-Allied Genera l Reserve

to counter the growing enemy strength on the Western Front. In Joint

Notes number fourteen and fi fteen, the Military Representatives outlined

the details of thei r Genera l Reserve plan. These notes were approved

by the War Counci l in January , 1918. A Military Executi ve Board
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was established to di rect the Reserve and General Ferdinand Foch was

called upon to assume the pres idency of the board.

A formal request for divisions to form the General Reserve was

issued by the Board to all nati onal army commanders. Italy agreed to

provide six divisions with the proviso that the French and Bri tish

divisions then in Italy would not be withdrawn . Field-Marshal Haig

and Genera l Pe’tain replied to the request negatively and worked in

concert to destroy the General Reserve plan. Both Haig and Petain

looked upon this idea as one wh ich woul d deprive them of ultimate

control in thei r areas of responsibility in addi tion to weakening the

enti re Allied defensive posture.32

The reasons behind this deliberate move to ci rcumvent the

express desires of thei r nations ’ political leaders by two l~ading

field commanders are diverse and diffi cult to define fully. Obviously,

there must have been some professional jealousy pervading the entire

episode. Petain , the cautious , pessimistic sav iour of the French Arm ies

following the mutinies of 1917 , wished to retain I~is dominance over the

resurgent Foch. Haig real i zed that his armies were now the dominant

All ied military force and would remain so unti l the eventual arri va l

of the fledgling Ameri can Armi es. Thus, both national military leaders

were reluctant to surrender control over sizable portions of their armies

to the Execut ive War Board or to General Foch’s command.

Techi .lcai mi li tary cons idera tions were also a factor i n their

~~iuctance to supply troops to the Reserve. A heterogeneous military

force would be difficult to maintain and transport. The lack of uniform

equipme n t, training and organization of the Allied forces made exact

substitution impossible and mi ght prove more inefficient than the retention
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of the Reserve at the national level .33 The technique of attack in one

sector of the line to relieve enemy pressure from another , had also

proved an effective countermeasure in operations such as the Verdun-

Some Battles and was put forth as a suitable substitute .

Ha ig ’s best reason , however , for refusing to provi de the British

share of the Reserve was his acute shortage of troops . He was negotiati ng

wi th Petain to extend his portion of the front; the Bri tish divisions

in I taly under General Herbert Plume r were unava i lable to him and the

great losses of the Third Ypres Campaign had not been replaced by the

Governmen t. These factors made it clearly impossible for Haig to

detach any more divisions and still maintain a margin of safety in his

defensive posture.

Field-Ma rshal Sir Douglas Haig officially received the request

of the Executi ve War Board for British divisions to be placed in the

Genera l Reserve i n EWB note number 1, dated February 27, 1918. Three

days later he replied:

...that I foresee a wider emp loyment, etc., of All ied Reserves
than that foreshadowed in the Joint Note... this force could not
be earmarked or located in any parti cular areas prior to the
delivery of the German offensive or the develo pmen t of the enemy ’ s
intentions ,... I have arranged as a prelimi nary measure with the
Commander-in-Chief of the French Armies for all preparations
to be made for the rapid despatch of a force from six to eigh t
British divisions with a proportionate amount of artillery
and subsidiary services to his assistance .

Genera l Petain has made s imi lar arran gements for rel ief
or Interventi on of French troops in the British front... To
meet this attack I have already disposed of all the troops at
pr~~ent under my command,... I therefo re regret that I am unable
to comply wi th the suggestion conveyed in the Joint Note.34

Haig took this strong position out of deep conviction that it

was militarilj correct and , at least at that date, politi cally acceptable

to the French leaders. His diary entry three days before he received
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the request for reserve troops indicates that Georges Clemenceau had

personally i n t i mated his backing of Petain In his ri valry with Foch .

He thus gave his blessing to the principl e of coup~r~t ion r1iLh~ r Uhul

control by a ceneraliss imo. 35 On the day that Haig sent his reply to

the Joi nt Note , he was apprised by a liaison offi cer that M. Poincari,

‘~~ ø President of the Republic, had flatly disallowed General Foch the

authori ty to control an inter-allied reserve and that , in effect , the

Executive War Board was now powerless.36 In more precise military

fashion , Haig further outlined his opposition to the plan in a secret

dispatch :

I t Is essen tial , however , that uni ty and homogeneity should
be preserved in the formation of a reserve , and that such a
reserve should be appoi nted and handled by a responsible commander.

To weaken Armi es in order to place a general reserve wanti ng
in homogeneity in the hands of a Committee composed of members
of di fferent nationalities is a complete misunders tanding of
the role of a reserve in a great modern battle... which is a
prolonged struggle lasting for wee ks and perhaps for months...
which in its preliminary stages is simply a ‘bataille d’usure ’ --
a weari ng down of the enemy ’s forces .3!

He pointed out that the reserves of the lower units are the fi rs t

to be drawn into battle followed by those of the supreme comander.

But the reserves were no longer used only to infl uence the battle and

meet unforeseen events but also to secure a rotation of exhausted

divisions from the line. Thus the reserves must be at the disposal of

the responsible commander who alone is in charge of the operation and

has sufficient knowledge of the local situation. Haig did not , however ,

completely rule out the possible utility of a supreme unity of effort:

In the case of a divergency of opinion between the Commanders-
in—Chief such authori ty may be necessary , but to ves t in a
Committee the power to handle troops , even if such were available ,
which is not now the case , would be to create in fact , a Genera l i s s imo
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in the form of a Committee . History affords numerous examp l es
of the fai lures of such forms of authori ty.38

Haig and Petain delibera tely by-passed the authori ty of the

Executive War Board and prepared bilateral plans to control the defense

of the Wes tern Front. Without consulting their respective political

supe’-iors , the Field-Marshal and the General also struck a bargin ~6
compromise on the extension of the Bri tish line only as far south as

Barisis. This small rail center was just south of the River Oise and

constituted an extension of only twenty-fi ve miles of additi onal frontage

rather than the s i xty mi les deman ded by the French Governme nt an d

approved by the Permanent Military Representatives in thei r Joint Note

number ten.

The planned cooperative response to any German offensive was

based upon the promise of each national military leader to assist the

other and was not really subject to specifi c provisions concerning the

number of divisions or the conditions for implementation. Regardless of

the eventual effect of these preparations , the clQse cooperation between

Petain and Haig had ended any hope of formi ng the Inter-Allied General

Reserve under the control of the Executi ve War Board .

When Italy discovered that the Bri tish and French quotas for the

General Reserve would not be f i l l e d , she withdrew her offer to provide

troops. On Marc h 14 th , the All ied min isters meeti ng at Versa il les were

i nformed of the current impasse in the situation and accepted the

explanations rendered by the military commanders .39 The Executi ve War

Board had , in  effect, superceded the Permanent Military Representati ves

and now that the General Reserve could not be fo rmed its raison d’ etre

was gone. In this complex and intrigue—laden series of even ts , the
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desires of the political leaders of the Entente had been thwarted by

their field commanders .

Georges Clemenceau should have realized the strength of Haig ’s

opposition to the appointment of a command superior to his own on the

Western Front. During a meeting between the two in January , 1918, at

the British General Headquarters , Clemenceau descr ibed Si r Dougl as ’

violent reaction to such a proposal .

There was a long way to go. We had had too many wars
wi th the British for them readily to fa~l in wi th the idea
of placing their soldiers under the command of a Frenchman .
The day I first broathed the subject to General [sic] Sir
Douglas Haig, as I was breakfasting at his headquarters ,
the soldier jumped up l ike a jack-in-the-box , and , with
both hands shot up to heaven , exclaimed:  ‘Monsieur
Clemenceau , I have only one chief , and I can have no
other. My King. ’40

Although one may suspect a touch of Gallic exaggeration in this description

since it is the most emotional reaction Haig has ever been accused of ,

the same fervent opposition to the Supreme Command ruled his military

judgement. As long as Haig opposed the idea of a Generalissimo i t  seems

that it could neve r be employed.

The vaunted unity of military effort , desired in some degree by

all of the allies , could not be achieved until final disaster faced the

coalition . The military commanders had out-maneuvered the politicians

and used their infl uence to retain their vested interest in military

strategy. Until Douglas Haig could be convinced that his personal

interests and those of his armies required a unified comand , the goal

was unattainable ~4l 
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duti es as chief liaison offi cer to GOG as persona non grata at General
Petain ’s request.
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ibid., IV , 532-45; John H. Davidson , Haig, Master of the Field (London :
Peter Nevill, 1953), 74—76.

13 Although Lloyd George tried to find a precedent for bypassing
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l ower ranking military officer by the Asquith ministry was done in a
time of national peril. Another di fference between the two incidents was
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20 Edmonds, BOH, 1918, I, 33—34.

21 Maurice, Lessons, III; Edmonds , ibid., 4. The proposals of
the all ied generals were contingent upon Russia ’s defeat and were never
adopted by the political leaders .

22 For an excellent view of the Institutional characteristics of
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23 For a complete listing of the titles of the Joint Notes
adopted by the Military Representati ves see Appendi x 1.
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parti cularly odi us move on the part of the Government to cover up its
lack of manpower support was its arbitrary decision in January, 1918
to reduce the table of di visional organization from twelve infantry
battalions to nine . This move was made without consulting the
military leaders and di rectly against the wishes of the Army Council.
Edmonds, BOH, 1918, 1, 50-54 and 1918 Appendix , 30-34. Frederi ck
Maurice, Intrigues of the War, (London: Laxley, 1922), passim.

28 Edmonds , BOH, 1918, I, 75.
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the situation and refer superficiall y to the measures taken. The only
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CHAPTER V

THE REGIME OF THE GENERALISSIMO

With the equivocal stance assumed by the Supreme War Council at

their March 14th meeting , the chances for establishing an Inter-allied

General Reserve and eventually a supranational military command appeared

ended at last. Douglas Haig, perhaps feel ing more secure In hi s positi on ,

now explained his enti re defensi ve plan. He also offered his first

detailed thoughts about the value of the Executive War Board and by

implicati on the entire Supreme War Council.1

There was now l ittle doubt that a massive German attack--to be

christened the Fri edensturm--on the Western Front was immi nent. Field-

Marshal Haig ’ s intelligence services calculated that by Apri l 1st the

enemy woul d have 195 divisions avai lable for employment in the wes t

after transferring units from the now i nactive Eastern Front (actually

they massed 194). Two hundred divisions would face the Entente by May

1st. Haig ’s headquarters predicted that the assault would fall between

Arras and St. Quenti n anytime after March 1st. The predi cted objective

would be to split the British and French Armies which now made Junction

at Barisis. From this prescient analysis of the enemy’s intentions it is

obvious that Haig was in no way surprised by the German onslaught of the

21st of March . Although the actual offensive fell farther south , the

Engl ish dispos i tions were made with a knowledge of the enemy’s options

and in tentions rarely possessed by a militar y commander.2
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In his discussion of the situati on , Haig noted that of the 58

British and 2 Portugese divisions on the 125 mIle fro’it , only 10 were

held as Army Reserve and 8 were at his disposal. Oppos ing the recently

extended British line , were 40 German divisions in the line and 47 in

reserve. In adaiti on , 30 other German divisions could be transferred

to this Sector without drawing away from vital duties oppos ite the

French.3

The peculiar situation of the Bri tish was that thei r northern

and centra l lines were only an average of forty-five miles from the

Channel coast. This lack of adequate maneuver room dictated that these

sectors be held in greater strength. Noting the disproportionate weakness

of the Fifth Army in the south , Haig realistically pointed out:

The last reserve of 8 divisions held at the disposal of the H
F. M. C.-in-C . to meet the situation which will certainly arise
on the B-i tish front, is far too small for the purpose , and is
the minimum necessary to start a roulement of the di visi ons
attacked... the front of [the Fifth Army] Is already dangerously
extended towards its junction wi th the French . The Fifth Army
holds a front of 70,000 yards wi th 10 divisions and 1 in Army
reserve. In this Army the III Corps of only 3 divisions is
operating on a front of 29 ,000 yards .

Our divisions on the whole front are holding on an average
5,500 yards wh ich compares badly with the ~,OOO yards usua l ly
alloted to a German division in a defensive battle.

It is estimated that the enemy has sufficient resources to
attack In force on a front of some 50 mi les, say from the LA
BASSE Canal to ST. QUENTIN , wi thout having to withdraw any
troops from the French front. . .4

Therefore , Haig expecting the assault, had to man his most

threatened lines lightly and had to assume new portions of the line at a

most Inopportune time. This additional twenty-fIve miles of the line

was the scene of the horrible devastation of the great Somme Battles of

1916 and the methodical despolatlon of Ludendorff’s planned withdrawal to

the Hindenburg Line ‘In April 1917. General Hubert Gough ’s Fifth Army

_ _ _ _  _ _ _  _ _ _ _  
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had been attempting to organize a coherent d~afensive system ‘In this

area from the neglected an’l half-finished French positions .

By early March , a civilian l abor force of more than forty-eight

thousand men was allotted to the Fifth Army to supplement the efforts

of the fighting men in preparing defenses. Transportation of every

essential of life , as well as the vast quanti ties of fortification

materials required was nearly impossible. The barren and flattened

terrain of the area was bereft of roadways and cover. Every house or

tree In the area had been destroyed and most movement had to be done

at night. To economize on the available labor, the local commanders

decided to form a series of independent, but mutually supporti ng redoubts.

Al though this “blob system” would requi re less defensive work , it was

calculated that nearly three hundred miles of new trenches , Iovered by

barbed wi re , would be requi red for an adequate defense. Such a task was

vi rtually impossible wi thin the short time remaining to the British before

the Friedensturm.5

On January 7, 1918, Haig was summoned to London to exp lain what

he expected to happen in the near future. He stated that he would not

F 

attack if he were in the posit ion of the German military leaders primari ly

because the attack would fail and then leave the Central Powers open to

final defea t duri ng the Allied counter-offens ive. Haig had never been a

good speaker and his exposition apparently gave his listeners the impression

that he did not expect a German attack. The next day in an apparently

contradictory written statement , the Field-Marshal cl early showed his

evaluation of the critical defensive situation on the Western Front for

the next six months. The Germans might well attempt to force a decision

by attacking in the spri ng. This would be in the nature of a gamble with
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~ thl tef lUlHdt lOfl  to risk every thing in order to 9a m a quick v ic t o ry .

The A1Ji ~ d armies mus t pre,are to m eet this assaul t and to replace the

losses wh ich would certainly be incurred. Knowing the expected

limi tations he would face in manpower , he warned the Cabinet that the

troops available were inadequate . If a rate of 100,000 replacements

per month could be maintained duri ng the German offensive a gradually

improving situati on and ultimately a satisfactory peace settlement would

be achieved. 6 At a later conference, only seven days before the German

offensive began , Lloyd George met wi th Hai g and again attempted to

force Haig into commi tting himself against the possibility of a major

German offensive.

They [Lloyd George and Bonar Law] did their best to get me
to say that the Germans would not attack~ The P. M. remarked
that I had ‘given my opinion [on January 7th ?] that the Germans
would only attack against small portions of our front.’ I said
that ‘I had never said that. The question put to me was if I

- ‘ were a German General and confronted by the present situation
would I attack~’... I now said that the German Army and its
leaders seem drunk with their success in Russia and the mi ddl e
East, so that it is impossible to foretell what they may not
attempt. In any case we must be prepared to peet a very strong
attack indeed on a 50 mile front, and for this , drafts are
urgently required.7

Ludendorff Moves

With the inevitable arrival of a growing Ameri can Army, the

German leaders realized that thei r only chance of wi nning the war lay

in an early all-ou t offensive. The foolhardy decision to reinstitute

unrestricted submarine warfare had by this time proved unable to defeat

Great Bri tain. The fi nal toss of the di ce had to be made in a land

offensive.

- — -~~
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General Erich Ludendorff called a conference to prepare the plans

for the German last gamble offensive on November 11 , 1917 at Mans .

The Chiefs of Staff of the groups of armies commanded by the Crown Prince

and Prince Rupprecht were consulted without the presence of either

commander, the Kaiser or even the nomi nal Chief of the General Staff,

Paul von Hindenburg. This meeting emphasized the complete control and

unity of command wh ich would be henceforth exercised by Ludendorff

over the enti re military effort of the Central Powers. It was also

indicative of the lack of civil restraint imposed upon the German High

Command duri ng the last year of the war.

Although the Germans regarded the British Armies as more

obstinate and difficult to dislodge from defensive pos itions than the

French , they knew that defeat of the British in France and Flanders

- I was their only chance of decisive victory. A defeated French Army

might always choose to retreat into the south of France and skillfully

delay until the Ameri cans came to their assistance. The Bri tish , however,

were in a tenuous defensive position and if forced to retreat back on

thei r Channel supply bases , might be separated from the French l ine and

defeated in detail.

Prepari ng a series of alternate plans for attack at several points

in the line, Ludendorff determined to begin the grea*. offensive by mid-

March.8 He intended to strike violently at the rigid Bri tish defenses

south of Arras and, once the British reserves had been shifted south ,

to strike further north.

The German leaders were careful to maintain secrecy and achieve

surprise and disunion on the Al lied defensive front. Activity on the

French Champagne secto r was intentionally increased a’id this move

_ _ _  _ _ _ _ _  
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succeeded in mi sl2 ading the wary General Petain into expecting the main

offens i ve agains t his forc~s. This key diversion was to spell disaster

for the cooperative defensive plans prepared by Field-Marshal Haig and

General Pe~tain.

Haig was also deceived , for a time , Into believi ng the initial

assaul t would come In the extreme north and this was a factor in his

decision to man tnis section strongly. However, he realized that the

French would more readily reinforce the southern portion of the line

than that in the north . ~By February 1st the indications of a German

assault between the Scarpe and Oise ri vers were obvious enough to be H
accepted by the local Bri tish commanders but Haig remained dubious of

the assault reaching as far south as the Fifth Army’s sector. On

March 2nd , he announced to hi s Army commanders:

the necessity for being ready as soon as possible to
meet a big offensive of prolonged duration. I also told the
Army Commanders that I was very pleased at all I had seen on the
fronts of the three Armi es which I had recently visited . Plans
were sound and thorough and much work had already been done.
I was only afraid that the enemy would find our front so very
strong that he will hesi tate to commi t his Army tp the attack
wi th the almost certainty of losing very heavi1y.~

The German offensive began at 4:40 P. M. on the 21st of March ,

the exact date predicted by General Gough , the Fi fth Army commander.

The violent bombardment caught about one-third of the defending troops

in the forward defensive zone and i nflicted heavy casualties . The

infantry assault began five hours later and was aided by a thick , low-

lying fog which hampered the observation of the mutually supporting

redoubts . The German fire support was not seriously affected by the fog

since it was registered on the fixed defensive positions and they could

fire their missions from map coordinates . By nightfa ll , the Germans

had penetrated the forward zone and In several places had succeeded In 



piercing the battle zone as well. The rear zone--the final protection ,

far removed to the rear--existed only in theo’y and was little more than

a series of chalk lines on the ground. The next day, again aided by poor

visibility , the attack succeeded in reaching open country north and west

of St. Quentin. At 1:00 P. M. on March 22nd, Gough ordered a retirement

behind the Some River and by the next day the enemy were advancing north

of Peronne and threatened to separate the ~r1tish Third and Fifth Armies.

Hai g continued to believe that the offensive in the south was a

diversion (which it was supposed to be) and was slow to send reserves to

relieve the Fifth Army. On the enemy side , the rapid success of the

German forces convinced Ludendorff that the entire British defensive

system had collapsed; that he could now safely move upon the vital rail

j unction at Amiens. Thus , Ludendorff made the fatal error o’~ following

the tacticall y opoortune course of pressi ng the second Somme Battle rather

than initiating the main offensive further north after the British had

shifted their reserves. The greatest danger of the British position ,

however, lay in the reaction of the French Army aid its commander.

At 4:00 P. H. on the 23rd, General Petain arrived at GHQ to

discuss the implementation of the joint defensive plans previously arranged . r
He stated that two armies , under General Fayol le, “would operate in the

Some and keep [the British and French] Armies in touch with one another.”

To Hai g, P~tain appeared most anxious to do all he could to support his

British allies and at this date still agreed in principle to holding the

l ine together. However, when asked by Haig “to concentrate a l arge force

(20 divIsions) about Amiens , P.[etain] said he was most anxious to do all

he could to support... but he expected that the enemy was about to attack

him in Champ agne. ” Haia realized that if contact between the two armies

-
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were lost “the British [would] be rounded up and driven into the sea

This must be prevented even at the cost of drawing ha ck the ~~~rt~i I lauL

on the sea coast.”1°

The next day , after attempting to remedy the precipit ate with-

• drawal of Gough’s Army, Hai g returned to his chateau headquarters at

Dury at 11:00 P. M. There he found General P~tain “most anx i ous ,

unbalanced and much upset. ” Ha ig calml y expla ined his intenti on of

concentrating the Third Army to attack southward if the Germans threatened

Arniens; he asked “[Petain,] to concentrate as l arge a force as possible

about Amiens astri de the Somme to cooperate on the [British] ri ght.”

Still worried about the threatened Champagne front, Pétain hedged

his expected losses. He replied that Fayolle ’s force was concentrati ng

about Mondid ier but that in the event the Germans advanced any further

the order had been given “to fal l back South Westwards towards Beauvais

in order to cover Paris. ” Haig Immedi ately grasped what this irresolute

order meant; the separati on of the French and Briti sh Armies and the

penetration of the German armies to the coast. His fi rst question to

his ally was “do you intend to abandon my right flank?” Retain weakly

nodded assent and Haig presumed that this was the result of political

treachery and the order of the French Government to “cover Paris at all

costs. ” Hai g ’s instructions from Lord Kitchener and his personal
- 

- conv iction were “our armies ’ existence in France depends on keeping the

French and British Armies united. ” He therefore hurried to report the

seriQus change in the French strategy to the Chief of the Imperial General

Staff and the Secretary of State for War. He further requested that

these two authorities come to France immediately in an attempt to stem

this false move .~~
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In Haig ’s d’ary entry on the 25th , he reiteratea his horror

at the imp lications in Petain ’s announcement of the previous evening.

Yet he states that “Lawrence [Ha ~‘s Chief of Staff] at once left me

to telegraph to Wilson (C. I. C. S., London) requesti ng him and Lord

Mi m er to come to France at once .”12

In further expandi ng his thoug hts on this matter , Hai g instructed

his government:

that General Foch or some other determined General who
would f ight , should be gi ven supreme control of the operations
in France.l3

Reflecting on his experience and responsibilities , Haig “knew Foch’s

strategical ideas were in conformi ty wi th the orders given [to him) by

Lord Kitchener when [he] became C. in C., and that he was a man of great

courage and deci sion as shown during the fighting in October and November

1914.”

When General Henry Wilson arrived at 11:00 A. M., Haig gave

him a review of the situation and stressed the need for gaining French

suppor t “at once with 20 divisions of good quality , North of the Some.”

Hai g now hoped to gain time until the French could be brought into

action. The Third British Army was now holding the shoulders of the

German breakthrough but Hai g was correct in stating that the British

“were now confronting the weight of the German Army single handed .”14

On the 26th , after a confused attempt by all of the principal s

to meet on the prev i ous day, the representatives of the British and French

mi l i tary and political hierarchies met in the town hai l at Doullens. After

separate meetings with three of his army commanders and with Lord Mim er

to coordinate the British opinion on the crisis , Field-I’larshal Hai g met

wi th President Poincar~, Premier Clemenceau , Lord M im er , and General s

~
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Foch , P~tain , and Wilson. This assemblage , called in the heat of the

greatest cr1 si s for the Western All i Cs in the W ar , was to m ake (lie

momentous decision to unify the command of the Franco-British forces--

up to that moment an unattainable goal .

Field-Marshal Hai g opened the conference by emphasizin g the

critical requirement for the French to hurry large reinforcements to the

beleagured British Fifth Army. General Retain rather piously cl aimed that

the British Fi fth Army no longer existed as a fighting force and that

nine French di vi sions were now engaged south of the German penetration.

Haig insisted and the conference unanimously agreed that “AMIENS must be

covered at all costs.”15

During the di scussion on how best to relieve General Gough’ s

weary troops in front of Amiens, Haig stated that the British would hold

from Arras to the Some at all costs. Petain remained equivocal . Lord

Mim er then interjected the obvious fact that fresh troops had to be put

in at once. The French Commander-in—Chief adamantly claimed that he was

moving as quickly as possibl e with a relief force to aid the British but

could not endanger his own positions. At this point , General Foch , the

Chief of Staff of the French Army and his government ’s pr inc ipa l

m i l itary advi sor, emphasized the necessity of instant action and of

impressing on all troops the necessity of holding all ground regardless of

the costs. General Wilson agreed with this stand . Perhaps Foch could

now gloat over his prediction of the need for an Inter-Allied General

Reserve to meet just such a situation , but now was the time for resolute

action and not spiteful recrimination .

Lord Mim er and Field-Marshal Haig then adjourned to a private

discussion and after this the British delegation agreed to al l ow the French
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In .ippn n 1 •i iii i i i  I •iry too rd I na tur I n the threatened area. M . CI emmience,i u

t.heti d rt’w li i) .1 re. iii ul I on ~ ropes i n~ 
“ th.i I Genera I loch (e ap~mo in led to

coordinate the operations of the Allied Armies about AMIENS to cover that

place .”16

After this proposal was read , Douglas Hai g pointed out the

difficulty of anyone performing this mission at the juncture of the French

and British lines without the authority to draw forces from throughout

the theater. He therefore proposed that the statement be modified so

H that General Foch ’s authority would be extended to coordi nate al l Al li ed

operations on the Western Front. With this self-effacing and realistic

proposal , Haig accepted Foch as his superior and unified the Allied command

structure . The grateful political leaders quickly accepted the Field-

Marshal ’s recommendation and the meeting unanimously voted its adoption .

General Foch , upon assuming his new powers , immedi ately set the

tone of defiance arid moral certitude which would mark his regime . His fi rst

instructions , on March 26th , in untechnical language merely ordered the

troops in the area of battle to insure that all p~sitions were held at

all costs. He also emphasized that the Briti sh and French forces,

remaining in close touch , must cover Amiens .17

The disorgani zation and apparently heavy losses of the British

Fifth Army caused many persons behind the lines to fear that a break-

through had occurred in the friendly line. In fact, the l ine was sti ll

generally intact . The remnants of the British III Corps and two Cavalry
• divisions which had been on Gough ’s far right, now joined with the French

Third Army in continuing the southern end of the German pocket. For the

sake of unity of command on the local level , Haig transferred the

_ _  -- 
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remaining elenents of the Fifth A rmy , south of the Somme River , to the

command of General Fayolle in the Group of Armies of Reserve .

The Britisn troops , untrained in the techniques of open warfare ,

greatly reduced i n number , and weary after six days and nights of

constant acti on, still managed to retire effectively. In addition to the

twelve French Infantry and five Cavalry divisions now actively engaged ,

Foch ’s change of orders had five more Infantry divisions enroute to the

battlefield. Most of these rei nforcements were used to strengthen the

• French l ine however, and not to relieve the fatigued British units .

In many instances, the French units arriving in the field did so

without adequate services of support. Some units came into action

carrying only the individual issue of fifty rounds of smal l arms ammunition;

with no artillery , transport , or even provisions for messi ng.. These units

quickl y folded and joined the flood of civilians to the rear.18

With the shocking battle news returning from the front, the British

War Cab inet met in a series of meeti ngs from the 23rd to the 30th of March .

The enemy had forced the issue; reinforcements had to be sent to Hai g ’s

command or the war would be lost. Miraculously the Cabinet , which had been

unabl e to even make the normal replacements a short time earl ier, now

determined that tnere were trained troops available .19 Twenty-seven

thousand drafts were immediatel y available along with 50,000 trained boys

between the ages of 18 1/2 and 19 years; previously trained soldiers

working in agriculture and the munitions industries of 45,000 and 16,000

respecti vely were found; and 88,000 troops on leave were returned to the

front. Pl ans were also discussed to send Marines , raise the age limit for

conscri ption to 45 years and even to extend conscription to Ireland.

Lloyd George further agreed to recall two Infantry divisions and five

• j
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brigades of field artillery from Italy, two divisions from General

Allen by’s forces in Palest ne and twelve battalions from Salonika. As

previously mentioned , onl y “scraps ” had reached the British A rm ies in

France prior to the March 21st attack but after realizing the gravity of

the situation facing the Allies the War Cabinet sent more than 540,000

repl acements 20

It must be remembered that Douglas.Haig had not sought unity of

command as an abstract principle. At the Doullens Conference he had

moved for Foch’ s appointment on the pragmatic grounds of stopping

Pertain ’s defeatism 3nd revitalizing the Allied military effort. The

ancillary motive of gaining active French support to save his weary Fifth

Army from defeat was another consideration. However, once the unpala tab le

decision had been made , he stuck to his commitment. An apocryphal story

pictures Sir Douglas as accepti ng the new command structure with the

comment “I can work with a man but not a committee.”21 Three days afte r

Foch’ s appointment , the two m i l itary leaders met at Abbev i lle and Haig

noted in his diary:

He [Foch) tells me that he is doing all he can to expedite the
arri val of French Di v isi ons , and until they come we can only do our
best to hold on to our present positions. It is most important to
prevent the enemy from placing guns near enough to shell the great
railway depot and troop si dings near Am iens (Longeau) on the east
of the town . By April 2nd I gather that the French should have
sufficient troops concentrated to admi t of them starting an offensive .
But will they?

I think Foch has brought great energy to bear on the present
situation , and has , instead of permitting French troops to retire
S.W. from Amiens , insisted on some of them relieving our tired troops
and on covering Amien s at all costs. He and I are quite in agreement
as to the general plan of operations.22

The next day, M. Clemenceau shared Haig ’ s usual luncheon out of

his picnic basket at Dury . Clemenceau expressed his confi dence that Haig

would loyally support and cooperate with Foch . “i t was P~tain and Foch
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who he fea rt_’d wo ul d i1ujhh It ’ . ’ ( t tflhIil,’IIf mmm d 0’’ I i i .  i.c . e~ m l 1~~’ m m  0 t . i n. I

the face of danger , he stated “Peta l n is a very nervo us man am id ‘.oi ne t

may not carry out all he has promised.” Haig reiterated his excellent

relations with the French C.-in-C. in the past but “in the present

operations he has been slow to decide and slower still in acting. At

tir’es his nerve seems to have gone and he imagines that he is to be

attacked in force. Hence the troubled posi.tion of affairs about Amiens .”23

On Apr i l 3rd , another Franco-British conference was held in the

Beauvais townhall. General Foch , after consideri ng his position , had

appealed to Premier Clemenceau for a more definite and logical sphere of

authority . The French proposed that coordi nation of the Allied efforts

previously entrusted to Foch be expanded to “authori ty over all strategical

direction of military operatio!ls on the Western Front.” The bri tish ,

represented by Prime Minister David Lloyd George, Haig and General Wilson ,

readily agreed to the modifi cation wh i ch would grant Foch the power to

pl an for future operations rather than reacting to existing situations .

A safety clause , reminiscent of the War Office’s instructions to Haig,

was included in the Beauvais Agreement. It provided that:

The C. -in-C. of the British , French and American Armies wil l
have full control of the tactical action of their respective
Armies . Each C.-in—C. will have the right of appeal to his
Government if , in his opinion , his Army is endangered by reason
of any order from General Foch .24

In ‘iS diary that evening, Haig expressed hi s complete support of

the course taken. Furthermore , he felt that this in no real sense

altered his cooperative efforts with the French :

I was in full agreement [with the Beauvais Accord] and explained
that this new arrangement did not in any way alter my attitude
towards Foch , or C.-in-C. French Army. r had always in accordance
with Lord Kitchener ’s orders to me regarded the latter as being
respons ible for indi cati ag the general ~trate’~ical policy , and as

- - -
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far as possible , I tried to fall in wi th his strategical plan
of operations .25

Despite this air of equanimi ty, Haig continued this diary entry

with some bitter co~~ents on the support he was receiving from others :

Foch and P~tain both stated their determination to startattacking ‘as soon as possible. ’ But will they ever attack? I
doubt whether the French Army, as a whole, is now fit for an
offensi ve.

General Bliss and Pershing were also at the Conference . 120,000
American Infantry are to arri ve monthly for four months--480,000.
hope the Yankees will not disappoi nt us in this. They have seldom
done anything yet which they have promised.

The P. M. [David L~oyd George] looked as i-f he had been
thoroughly frightened , and he seemed still in a funk... He talks
and argues so~ And he appears to me to be a thorough imposter...
He is looking out for a scapegoat for the retreat of the Fifth
Army. I pointed out that ‘ fewer men ,, extended front and increased
hostile forces,’ were the main causes to which the retreat may be
attributed... L. G. seems a ‘cur ’ and when I am with him I cannot
resist a feeling of distrus t of him and his intentions .26~

On the field of battle the power of the defensive reasserted

itself over the tremendous German drive to split the Allied line . The

difficult nature of the terrain on the Somme battlefield , combined wi th

increas i ng German losses , slowed and gradually hal’ted the offensi ve only

ten miles short of Arniens . The British Third Army fi rmly repulsed a

German attempt to turn its flank between Amiens and Arras. The Germans

apparently lacked the final dri ve to exploit thei r successes in the Fi fth

Army area and the French , after the 28th, began arri ving in adequate

numbers and with proper support in the sou~h.
27

On the 28th, l.udendorff ordered tI~le execution of supporting attacks

north and south of Arras . The British we~’e well-prepared in this sector

and turned the Germans back with heavy lçsses. The Hutier tactics had

now used up many of the elite German st~rin troops and the remaining

infantrymen reverted to the linear attack formation of former days. Six
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• ranks deep and shou I der to shou l der to ~hou I dem~ , the at  I ~t~ kc ’r~, t - s ’ i ’ now

being cut down by accurate machine gun and artillery fi re.

Fighting continued unti l Apri l 5th when Ludendorff realized that

he mus t end the battle or settle into a battle of attrition. The Germans

could spare neither the time nor the resources for such wasteful operations .

• 
The offensives , which were code named St. Mi chael 1 , 2, and 3, had

succeeded in capturing 70,000 prisoners , 1,100 guns and immense quantities

of stores. The British Army had fal tered and fallen back but it had not

been decisively defeated.- Strategic victory had eluded Ludendorff .

The German Army would fi ght again with bravery and determination in

four more attempts to end the war but would never display the same

confi dence or power displayed during the opening offensive.28

Foch in Command

Through an exchange of letters and telegraph messages , Gen era l

Foch ’s formal ti tle was agreed upon on Apri l 14th: Known as the Genera l

in Chief of the Allied Armies in France, his actual powers were some-

what more limi ted than his title implied. His position was never analagous

to that of General ~iight D. Eisenhower in the second war. He did not

control a large inter-allied staff nor did he exercise a pervasive effect

upon the subordinate units under his command. The complex and , in some

respects efficient machinery of the Board of Permanent Military

Representatives at Versailles could have formed the nucleus of such an

organization , but this was not done. The Military Representatives

and their organizations were allowed to founder and produced little of

value for the res t of the war. 29

- 
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Agains t the entire trend of modern warfare toward complexity

and more rigid control , Fo .h reverted to a personal and politic a l

approach to command. His small personal staff of about twenty oil icers

reliec, c~n information supplied from the Bri tish and French General

Staffs and the field arniies .3°

Because the Great War was brought to a successful conclus ion

on the Western Front only eight months after the elevation of Foch to

the Supreme Command , many have confused this decision as being the

turning point of the war and the chief reason for victory. In fact,

the man and the system which he adopted possessed no particular ingredient

which brough t about victory. The strategic abiliti es of Hai g and Petain

reasserted themselves in the coming months and provided the effectiveness

to defeat the enemy. The moral ascendency provided by Foch to the

All ied cause cannot be i gnored but this gift was unadorned by an

adequate military insight.

The General was the same Foch who , as Commandant of the War

College , had inspired the “Young Turks ” with the importance of morale

and the offensive in battle; the same Foch who was disgraced after the

tremendous losses his armies suffered during the Somme Battles of 1916.

Foch i n March , 1918 was a vibrant leader , dedicated to the offensive and

the expulsion of the “Boche” from the soil of “la patrie”. He was

however, imprecis3 in judgement and planned on a grand plane . He issued

enigmatic orders with all the spirit of a Napoleon , but seemed to ignore

the Increased complexity of operations and the need for detailed staff

work and coordination of arms. Yet he was courageous and steadfast-—it

was for these qualities that he had been given his appointment.
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Sir James Edmonds , the official historian of the Bri tish Ari i~

in the Great War , in commerting on th~ prob l ems wh i ch Fo~h’ s f f lC thLLl  of

command created in the Franco— Bri tish military structure notes :

Certain new diffi culties at once arose when Foch took charge ,
as he was not accustomed to comand British troops ; nor were
Bri tish generals accustomed to receive the kind of di rectives
and orders wh i ch he issued . There should have been Bri tish staff
offi cers on his staff to ‘ interpret’ him ... French generals...
felt themselves entitled by custom to use discretion in executing
orders given by superior offi cers not in close touch with local
conditions... A close study of the methods of possible Allies is
in the highes t degree necessary for intellig ent and smooth co-
operation.31

Foch chose to plan by inspiration and issue di rectives far

removed from the grim realities of the trenches. This method soon

i rri tated Haig as well as his subordinates . He even went so far as to

recommend that Foch repl ace P~tain as French Commander—in-Chief in

addi tion to his new duties just so that he would be served by a proper

staff and a complement of liaison personnel .32 This proposal , of course,

would have resulted in exactly the same command structure forced upon

Haig by Lloy d George and General Nivelle in 1917.

The German Tide Breaks and Ebbs

The northern German attack , the Battle of Lys , opened on the

morning of Apri l 9th . Once again initial successes spurred Ludendorff’s

optimism. Fortunately for the attacking forces, their selected point

of attack was manned along five mi l es by unreliable Portugese troops ,

which were in the process of being relieved of thei r front line duties .

One Portugese division broke ranks and fled to the rear, carrying their

artillery with them. Within three hours of the initial assault , the

Germans had breached the last defensive system and reached open country .

This gap ~.:as closed only with great di ffi culty by British reserve units .
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North of the Lys ri ver , the Germans retook the Messines Rid ge

and by April 12th had moved dangerously close to another key railroad

I - center, Hazebrouck. The Germans were held up only by the superhuman

~~forts of reserve units and by local commanders organizing administrati ve

and rear-echelon personnel into defensive teams. These setbacks were

not quickly remedi ed by the new Generalissimo , as Haig had expected.

Duri ng the second German offensi ve, his old fear of French flaccidi ty

was reinforced. In this battle, Foch was slow to transfer troops north

and when they did arrive they took little active part in the fight.

On Apri l 11th , Haig again pointed out the cri ti cal situation

in his northern sector and appealed for assistance. Foch replied that

the British had to stand fast and to expect no further French re-

inforcement. Foch was faced wi th the problem of continui ng l~o refit

and retrain the French Armies, but he was , at this early date, planning

a grand counter-stroke which would win the war.

That ni ght, Haig penned his histori c and characteristic message

to his soldiers :

Many amongst us are now ti red. To those I woul d say that
Victory will belong to the side which holds out the longest...
There is no other course open to us but to fight it out. Every
position mus t be held to the last man; there must be no reti rement.
With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our
cause each man must fight on to the end. The safety of our homes
and the Freedom of mankind alike depend upon the conduct of each
one of us at this cri tical moment.33

~ai y continued to press Foch to support the British northern

sector with French reinforcements without success. On Apri l 14th , the

Field-Ma rshal felt compelled to “place on record [his] opinion that the

arrangements made [by Foch were] insufficient to meet the present

situation .”34 The General issimo, perhaps recalling the tenacity of

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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the British ~o1dier in the firs t two battles of Ypres , ignored these

requests . His actions for the remainder of the war woul d be based upon

two unshakeable tenets :

1) No large uni t should be relieved while engaged or a battle
1~ ~n r.ro2ress.

2) The only chance for either tactical or strategical vi ctory
lay in counter-attacks .

Wh ile these rules were the epitome of military determination and bravery,

thei r inflexible application brought great sufferi ng to the weary tomy

and poilu in the trenches.35

On the day following Haig ’s protest, Foch grandly announced:

“La batai lle de Hazebrouck est fi nie. ” Certainly the troops then engaged

in stemmi ng the German onslaught would have been utterly amazed at such

a pronouncement. In fact, the battle was not yet over and th~e proof

of this was the loss of Keminel Hill by one of the few French units in

the northern line ten days after Foch made his statement. But, in the

final analysis , Foch was correct. Despite his poor grasp of the

situation in the north and his inflexible po1icie~, the Bri tish did slow

and fi nally stop the Germans on Apri l 30th. Ludendorff had attracted

more than half of the Allied reserves to the Bri tish front and now

decided to shift his offensive resources southward to General Petain ’s

Champagne sector. The Germans now had a dangerous salient to defend in

F?:;~ ers and woul d requi re a month to mount the attack upon the French

line.

German headquarters prepared for their assaul t upon the Chemi n

des Dames Ri dge with a practi ced and meticulous attitude. The artillery

coordi nator, Colonel Bruchmuller , who had developed the system of violent

preparation from the ~iga operations , now performed his duties flaw l essly. 36



— ---- --

105

The German commanders and General Staff sections , after the experience

of the pa~ t weeks perfo ,iiie.I sii~oothly and ski l l  fu l ly for Opera Li i~ri

131 uch~’r. ~ht’i r pi para Lions were too çjood as it turned out; Lu i

southern thrust was to be jus t another diversion.

The military and technical competence displayed by Ludendorff ’s

staff and that of the Crown Prince assured comp lete surp ri se on the

French ‘ront. On May 27th, despi te sharp warnings from the Ameri can

Expeditionary Force’s intelligence section , the French were caught

completely by surprise. Agai n luck was initially with the Fi rst

Quartermaster General. As in his first two offensives , his assault

struck a particularly vulnerable point. After Petain ’s fears of a

Champagne offensive had proved false , he had al lowed hi s command to

assume that the enemy would not assault the strong Chemi n de~ Dames

positions . The French defenses were thus weakly held and General

Duchesne , violati ng instructions ay~d the lessons of defense recently

learned by all other comanders , continued to man his front heavi ly.

Another cruel twist lay in the fact that four weak British divisions

were in the line after being rotated by Foch to the “quiet ” Champagne

sector for recuperation .

The cumula ti ve result of Gall ic i ncompetence and Teuton i c

persistence was foreordained. On the fi rst day of the assault , the

storm of Bruchmul ler’s 3,719 guns began promptly at 1:00 A. M. All

front line units vi rtually disappeared in a holocaus t equalled only by

the British mi ne and artillery preparation on the Messines-Wytschaete

Ri dge In the previous year. At 3:40 A. M., the German Storm Troops

qu ickly moved forward across the Aisne Ri ver. By evening, the German

spearhead had advanced twelve mi l es, a feat undreamed of on the Western

— -  - - -
~~~~-
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Front for t~e last three years . Two days later , the attackers had

secured So i ssons and reach.�d the Marne River on the 31st. .

I ud ’nd~r f f was as surprised as the bew i 1 dered F rerich ~ t. iu~
phenomenal succes s of the German di vers ionary operation . Not learning

from the ultima te frustration of their past opportunism, the German

commanders pressed the attack home and followed tacti cal success. Bluc her

now became the main offensive effort rather than a diversion.

Yet , with the glorious successes achieved by German arms there

were unmistakable omens of the res urgence of the defensive ; all the

advances had been triangular , wi th a s teep apex. Genera l Petain , the

practical and methodi cal defender, was di recting effective holding actions

on the flanks of the attack. Another dangerous salient was fo rming. The

lengthening supply lines , served by only one main railroad, began to

impede progress. Gradually, Allied reserves arri ved on the scene to hold

the shoulders of the attack. On June 9th , Ludendorf f attempted his fi nal

offensive thrust , but was successfu lly repulsed by a counte r-attack

mounted by General Mangin. In this action , the Alhericar E’r~ di onary

Force participated for the fi rst time in active cor5~~ o~~rat~o~ ‘~4r ing

the Battle of Belleau Wood. This debut provided furc:i~r r?oo r t~a~ the

balance had finally shifted against the Central Powers .

While this great battle was raging in the ~outfl , Ha~g ria~’ three

definite factors to consider in his planning Firs t, tne prin r.ira’

(~ r.~ian reserve, under Crown Pri nce Rupprech~--t~i rty-nine divisions of

fresh troops on May 29th, thirty-two on Ju e 3rd--was a potent force

opposing him despite its declining nunters. Seconduy, he had to preoare

to assist the French in the south upon Foch ’s order. Finally. the Br ti sh

commander had to prepare for the decisive counterstrokes agair :t the

Germans to be launched once they had ~
?ailed.
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Foch , apparently more concerned with tue German thrust toward s

Paris than he had been over the imminent destruction of the Britis h

Army in Flanders , anxiously set up pl ans for shifting reserves to ste

the latest offe nsive . At the meeting of the Supreme A 1lie~ War Council

on the 1st of June , the French Government asked Lloyd George to trans fe r

all American troops serving in the British sector to support P(tain.

The intention was for the untra ined Ameri cans to relieve French units

in quiet sectors . Hai g opposed this proposal:

I said that it wo.uld be very wrong to employ these new troops
in the way proposed by the French , because , being on so wide a
front , the companies would never get a chance of getting together
and training. I hoped to quicken up the training of the Americans ,
and to render four Divisions fit for the line by the middle of
June. 37

On the 4th of June, Foch increased his demands upon the British.

He now asked for three British divisions to support the Somme area

before Amiens immedi ately and for plans to be drawn for the shipping

of all British reserves south on call. Haig ’s reaction was to comply

with the order but to also make a “fo rmal protest against any troops

leaving [his] command unti l the bulk of the Reserves of Prince Rupprecht ’s

Armies had become involved in the Battle. ” He forwarded a copy of this

protest to the War Office in London .38 These actions were strictly in

accordance with the Beauvais Agreement and fortunately this was the

last public disagreement between Foch and Haig.

Lord Mim er, now official ly the Secretary of State for War ,

traveled to Paris in r3sponse to Haig ’s protest. At the French War Ministry ,

rn” ~,icer—al l ied meeting was hel d to resolve this issue of Foch ’ s

preparations to strip the British Armi es of all their reserve units . Milner

expressed the British Government’ s concern with the strategical plans 

-- - -~~~~~~~~~~ -- -- ~~~~ --- -
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and complete support for Ila i g ’ s pos i t i on . The British Field-Marshul

then exp la i ned Ii is co,np l i a~ce wi th  [och’ s orders and general arj reet iient .

with the necessity of prepari ng plans for all eventualities . However ,

he resented Foch ’s arbitrary acts of withdrawing units and artillery

support from the Rritish sector without reference to Bri tish GHQ or in

some cases to the A rmy headquarters concerned.39

Mim er and Clemenceau fully agreed~with Haig ’s position on this

matter and instructed Foch to use the chain of command more effectively.

This was yet another result of the inadequate staff and liaison procedures

used by Foch.

The Generalissimo then insisted upon the right , in princip le ,

to order troops of any nationality wherever he thought fit and at the

shortest notice. This power was recognised so long as adequate liaison

between the Supreme Comand and British headquarters was maintai ned.

This power, the logical result of the Doullens and Beauvais Agreements ,

was final ly realized by the British Government and its rather naive view

of the problems involved i n placing its soldiers Under a foreign

commander was dispelled. Haig according ly requested a modi fication of

his orders from the War Office.

Lord Mi m er issued Haig ’s new instructions on the 21st of June .4°

The letter reaffirmed all but one paragraph of the orig inal instructions

given by Fie’1d-M~rshal Kitchener in 1915.41 In place of the assuran ce

.~~~t Hai g’s command was an i ndependent one and that [he was] in no case

Cto] come under the orders of any Allied General” a new command formul a

was given .

In pursuit of those objectives [defeat of the Germans] you
wil l  carry out loyally any instructions issued to you by the
Conrander_ ir’~Chi~ f of the A ll ied Forces . At the same time , if

A ~~~-- - - -- - -- - -~~~ - --- -~~~~-- -~~~~ - - -- -— ~~~~~~~-
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any order given by him appears to you to imperi l the Briti sh
A rmy, it is agreed between the Allied Governments that you
should be at liberty to dppeal to the British Government
hetore~ t’x,.cu~ l f l ,J  ‘ (J( tI ordt~r. 42

In ath iitw p, h: thi~j rather awkward niihtary arrangement , the yrowinj

fear of the War Cab i net that the French were attempti ng to dominate the

British forces administratively was included. This fear was similar

to that of General John J. Pershing who guarded against a loss of

national identity in an amalgamation of hi~ troops into other armies.

It is the desire of His Majesty’s Government to keep the
British Forces under your command as far as possible together.
If at any time the Allied Commander-in-Chief finds it necessary
to transfe r any portion of the British troops for the purposes
of roulement it should be distinctly understood that this is
only a temporary arrangement and that as soon as practicable
the troops thus detached shoul d be reunited to the mai n body of
the British Forces .

Again , this was a rather impossible requirement f rom ~the military

standpoint . Either a military commander has the authority commensurate

wi th his responsibility or his positi on is hopelessly compromised. On

the one hand Lloyd George had gi ven Foch supreme power while offering

Douglas Haig the opportunity , at the first crisis to undercut this

authori ty. This first crisis was not long in coming and quickly undid

the sophistry of the politici ans .

While awaiting the final spasms of the German last gamble

offensi ves, Foch , on July 13th , ordered four British divi sions and a

Co rps neadquarters to move i nto the Champagne sector under General

P~tai n ’s command. Haig was in London on leave at the time this order

was received and his Chief of Staff, Major—General Lawrence, only parti ally

followed the instructions . British i ntelligence had discounted Foch’s

fears of another German offensive and Lawrence assumed the responsibility

of tempering the order until the Field-~arsha1 retur~ed. He dispatched

one division east into Champagne wi th one other to follow in time .
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When Haig returned on the 14th , he approved of Lawrenc&s

decision but now found that Foch demanded an additional four divisions--

a total of eight. Haig and Foch met the next day to discuss the

situation but by this time the Germans had struck a final blow in

Champagne , contrary to British i ntelligence estimates.

The Bri tish War Cabinet again intervened through the medium of

General Henry Wilson .43 Wi l son called Hai g prior to his conference with

Foch and informed him of the Government’s anxiety over shifting any British

troops while Crown Prince Rupprecht’s heavy reserve opposite the British

line remaIned intact . He further hinted: “that if you consider the

British Army is endangered or if you think that General Foch is not

acting solely on military considerations they (the War Cabinet) rely

on the exercise of your judgement, under the Beauvais agreement, as to

the securi ty of the British front...”44

Here was a perfect opening . If Haig wished now to destroy the

Supreme Command , he need only appeal to his government a second time .

He woul d have been supported and the temperamentat Foch would have , in

all likelihood , relinquished his authority entirely. But Haig was too

responsible for such a shallow motive to influence his decision . He

now realized the need for the eight British divisions behind the French

l ine and assumed the responsibility for weakening his front for the

common good of the Coalition.

That evening Haig , in the privacy of his study, noted the full

irony of the situation in his diary.

! was directed ~o obey all his [Foch ’s] orders at once
.tvl r~otify War Cabinet if I took exception to any of them. On
the other hand , Milner ’s instructions to me dated 22nd June
1918 [sic), lay down ‘You will carry out loyally any instructions
issued to you by the C. in C. All ied Forces. At the same time , if
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any order g i ven by him appears to you to imper il the Br i tish
Army ,xxx you should appeal to the British Government before
executin g such order. ’ This is a case of ‘heads you win and
t di i ;  t 1os~. If things go ~ie 1l , the Government taLe cr& ’d i t
to themselves ~nd tne Genera l issimo ; if bad ly, the Fi& ’Td-
Marshal wi l l  be blamed. 45

Fortunately, three days after this decision was taken , Genera l

Mang in struck the firs t in the series of Allied counter-strokes and

doomed Ludendorff’s planned second Lys offensive. But for this , Haig

would indeed have been another military scapegoat added to Lloyd

George’s collection. Here, perhaps more clearly than at any other

time in his career, Haig ’s moral supremacy is exposed and his right

to credit for maintaining what little Allied unity there was in the

Great War is clearly seen .46

Advance to Victory

The time for reducing the German bul ges had fi nal ly come.

Ludendorff postponed yet again his offensive in Flanders . As he

recei ved the news of the Franco-American counterattack on the wes tern

flank of the Marne salient in Rupprecht’ s headquarters, he ordered an

end to immediate preparations and nervously returned south . His task

was now to extricate his forces from the sack Into which he had allowed

them to become trapDed. In this endeavor he was aided now by the

fiery offensive spirit of Foch . The Generalissimo ordered assaults on

al l fronts of the bul ge and continuous pressure on the retreati ng

G~ rm:n~~. This philosop hy directly contradicted Petain ’s instructi ons

to withdraw slowly In the south and east while attacking across the

chord of the salient from the west to entrap all forces inside . There

is some doubt that Petain ’s olanned maneuver would have been completel y

I
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co~ . hi I ilu.. to the .Jenera I I •tck o mob ii ty of the i nt-an try an’I (.li.~

unrel iability of the new tank weapon , but It appears that even a

partial success would have been more rewarding at far less cost than

Focti ’s unremitting frontal assaults .

But retreat under pressure--even when that pressure is

improperly applied--is a most difficult maneuver at best. The total

losses of the Germans in thi s Second Battle of the Marne were 100,000,

includ i ng 35,000 prisoners and 650 guns . This was not a great loss

compared to other bloody encounters of the war, but it did signal

the beginning of the great allied push to victory. It was furthermore

the first concrete victory for General Foch duri ng an unbroken string

of holding actions . Foch ’s “great military orchestra” , as he was wont

to describe the Allied armies on the Western Front, could n~w commence

the offens ive .

tt is interesttng to note that at thI! point in the war no

military leader , let alone pol itical spokesman , foresaw an end to the

war in 1918 with the exception of Field-Marshal Haig. Despite his

successes in retaking some lost ground , Foch looked forward to a

series of isolated and limi ted attacks to secure the railway systems

In 1918. Foch dared not expect victory until the summer of 19l9.~~
Ludendorff felt that he could continue the war and planned to stri ke

another offensive in Flanders . But perhaps the most glaring example

of an unreal istic evaluation of the war situation in the waning

summer m~ .thS came from Lloyd George’s personally selected military

advisor , General Henry Wilson. In only one of a l ong series of

mil itary miscal culations , Wilson presented a th i rty-one page paper to

the War Cabinet on July 21st entitled “British t~illtary Policy , igi~— igig .”~
8

- -
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In this position statenient , Wilson viewed the remainder of 1918 and

~‘iuch Oc 1919 as c’nly a “period of preparation. ” He even asked the

question: “ ... will it be possible to accomplish it [victory ] in

1919 or must we wait until 1920?” He counselled the husbanding of

resources unti l at least the 1st of July and the i ncorporation of

“every mechanical auxillery” Into the army . Although Wilson was the

most ardent of Westerners at the outbreak of the war , his new master ,

Lloyd George , influenced him to reverse his field:

(ii) Duri ng this period a British reserve of 3 or 4 divisions
should be stationed n Italy.
(Iv) . . .  fimp rove] our position in Palestine by gaining possession
of the Hejaz railway about Amman.
(y) The ~ost urgent task in the meantime is the establishment of
British control of the Caspian and a secure Lines [sic) of
Communication to it from Baghad .
(vi} ... after the war i t  is Imperati ve for the future, securi ty
of Egypt and India that a wide no man ’s land should be maintained
between our present railheads ... and those of the enemy .
(v ii) The re—consti tution of Russia in some form as an armed and
independent state, strong enough to withstand German i nfi l tration
and aggression is a vital British Interest.

No polemic by a defender of Field-Marshal Sir Douglas Haig could

so thoroughly damn the i neptitude and lack of vi~sion of the Imperial

General Staff and the Government. Haig, in a letter appended to this

document -in 1927, claims to have largely ignored the entire paper at

the time he was prepari ng for the Amiens Battle. He characterizes the

s tatements made by W i lson as “priceless absurdities ” and concludes :

“thank God that the G. S. in London in 1918 had no influence over our

military decision at G.H.Q. in France.”49

To further emphasize the muddled reasoning of the British

leader’ at home and their lack of contact wi th the field command ,

another paper enti tled “Munitions Policy , 1919 or 1920” dated September 5,

1918 by the F•linister of Munitions , Winston S. Church il l , is of interest .50

_ _ _  -
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In the introductory paragraph , Churchill lauds “the extreme ly

important paper written by the Chief of Staff [Wi 1 senT’ whi c h i l t i r~~’~

that the German Armies in the Wes t could be defeated in t h e  ~,ummer L) f

l9I~ . The author calls for a refusal of large comm i tments of artillery

or equipment in ordar to “ease up the strain on our own popu l ati on ,

civil industries , shipping , &c~’ in order to hold out until 1920. The

man stigmatized for the great disaster at the Dardanelles , now called

for “an increasing proportion of our war effort [to] be devoted to

- 
l 

the East, to ensure the-defence of India , ... to rebui ld the Russian

fighti ng front, and to [prosecute] our attacks upon the Turkish Empire .”

Churchill advised that the Bri tish “should be content to play a very

subordinate role in France.”

Criticizing this paper , Hatg wrote cryptic notes in utter

disbelief--”What rubbish” and “I saw the S of S for War ... in hopes

of getting him to send all possible reinforcements to France so as to

win this autumn or early next year~ D.H.”

Fortunately for the Allied nations, Doug’las Haig now had a

clear conception that victory was obtainable before the end of the

year. As early as May 17th , he had visited General Henry Rawlinson ’s

Fourth Army headquarters and instructed him “to begin study i ng , in

conjuncti on wi th General Debeney, the question of an attack eastwards

from Vi llers Bretonneux i n combi natIon with an attack from the French

front S. of P.oye. £Haig] gave him details of the scheme.”51 This

- ‘ .~~~~ the genesis of the Battle of Amiens , the real turning point of the

war.

On August 8th at 4:30 A. M., the first large—scale Bri tish

attack began. Spearheaded by Australian and Canad ian uni ts, wh i ch had
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not been weakened by organizational shifts or the defensive battles

of the pas t  months , Rawl inson ’ s army advanced rapidly. Supported by

~ strong tank force and 2,000 guns , the assault completely surprised

the Germans . At the end of the day , British units had advanced seven

miles and had captured 15 ,000 prisoners and 350 guns . But the attack

was not pressed after the second day . In the face of the enthusiasm

of the subordinate commanders , the British high command was wary of

accepting grievous losses agai nst prepared and alerted defense
- 

- 
systems . -

To the promising , but not spectacular results of this first

attack must be added the great moral depression which now engulfed

the German high command. Ludendorff pluninetted into despair and

spoke of the “black day” of his army. The successful employment of

integrated tank-infantry attacks by the British had equally depressed

the field commanders and soldiers .

Haig, after a personal reconnaissance of his front on August 12th ,

was convinced that a continued assault on the heavily fortified and

naturally strong enemy positions , even i f successful , would be too

costly. Accordingly, he prepared to in iti ate attacks with his armies

to the north with the objective of outflanking the defenders and

dislodging the general defensive line. Finally the lessons learned

at fearful cost at Loos , the Somme and 3rd Ypres were being applied--

Haig was to reinforce success but break off operations where the

enemy was too stroi~tj. An acceptance of the law of diminishing returns

wac ~~~ keynote of Haig ’s conversion to a more sensible tactical and

strateg ic method of attack. Unfortunately, Foch was not moved by this

change of policy .

- 

..
~~~~~~~~

- .- S • - - .  
* . --- -

~~

- 

“5~

-

~

-

~ 

- -~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -~~~~~~~ =- ---



___________________ —5- -,- V

116

Ua i ~ now assumed an a’laman t posi t ion and wou 1’I to h o w  t h e

or4ht ’r~ 0I’ Ith.hI In the corduc I. t) t’ O~)’’r.~ h_ i ohs on Iv i f he i_oncurre.l

with them. The main factor in the Impetus of the Al l ied advance was

“~~~ the British Armies and there was little Foch coul d do to disci pline

his theoretical subordirate . Foch insisted that the British success

east of Amiens be continued and the method of frontal attack be
- pressed home. This Haig refused to do and in the end Foch was forced

to give in; Haig had his way.

In a fit of temper, Foch then ordered General Mangin ’s Tenth

French Army to attack north of Soissons on August 18th. This assault

achieved little except more French casualties . However, on the 20th,

Mangi n drove hi s armies forward another two m i les and captured 8,000

prisoners and 200 guns .

The August battles , in retrospect, appear as a perfectly

planned and mutually supporting series of attacks. Each one was

broken off almost as soon as its initi al momentum was slowed by

enemy defenses. New attacks profited by close proximi ty from those

which preceded and it appears that a master plan for these strokes

was in operation. In fact, though each action was instituted under

Foch ’s ridiculous doctrine—- ”Tout le monde a la ba i tai l le”-- steam-

roller tactics all along the front. These same attacks were halted

lara~’i~, against Foch ’s desires--the French through logistical breakdowns ,

the British through the strong-willed insistence of their commander.

General Julian Byng ’s Third Army commenced its operations on

Augus t 21st, just north of Rawlinson ’s victory. Two hundred tanks

provided the shock action for the assault. The l ack of a heavy

artillery preparation and thick fog assured the enemy ’s complete

surprise. The infantry advanced rapidly until it reached the main 

- —- - --



defensive line and halted await ing the displace ment for~ard of its

artillery . The Germans ettempted an aggressive counter—attack and were

roundly repulsed.

S The Fourth Army pushed its lines forward on the 22nd and

formed a continuous front with the Thi rd Army. On the next day ,

a combi ned attack by both armies pushed the Germans back another

three mi les and Ludendorff viewed this as another “black day” for

his army. German units were disappearing in combat with no hope of

replacement. The A 1li e~ were now outflan ki ng all positi ons rather

than battering their men against skillfully prepared German defensive

works . The Bri tish , following the lead of their commander , were

converts to a new creed of efficient advances and practi ced it with

fervor. Significantly, a large number of German sol di ers , outflanked

by the new tactics , now preferred to surrender rather than fight on

to the end.

On the 26th, the British line adyanced to the Siegfried

Position . This fortified barrier was more than -fifty miles l ong and

• joined into other defensive works on either end . It now appeared

that a frontal assault agains t this strong position was inevitable.

Haig realized that the enemy must be kept unbalanced and that he

must viol ate his newly found instinct to preserve hi s forces to do

this.

As Sir Douglas contemplated the Hindenburg Line---7 ,000 to

10,000 yards in depth , and fitted wi th every defensive dev i ce that

German ingenuity could prcvide--a new annoyance entered his l ife

from London. A personal telegram from General Wilson was brought to

Haig ’s headquarters by his operations officer. Once again , the War
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Cabinet and the Imperial Staff were hedging their bets and disclaimed

any respo ns ibi l i ty for possible disaster:

Just a word of cautio n in regard to incurring heavy los~v - 5
in attacks on Hindenbu ry Line as opposed to losses when drivin(;
the encmy bock to that line. I do not mean to say that you
have incurred such losses , but I know the War Cabinet would
become anxious if ~-ie received heavy punishment in attacking
the Hindenburg Line , without success.

Signed
Wilson 52

Surely no military leader could be placed in a more difficult

position by his governmen± . If the British continued their advance

~nd incurred heavy losses the Field-Marshal would be relieved; if he

carried out the necessary attacks he could remain only if the cost was

light . But if he acted indecisively and refrained from action , he could

still keep his comand although he would not be fulfilling his mission

or his great responsibility to the mill -ions of men who served under him.

Hai g again acted resolutely and assumed the correct military attitude

regardless of the personal consequences. Realizing that he “could hope

~~~~~ no mercy ” he rebuked Wilson and the “frock coats ”:
My dear Henry,

With reference to your wire re casualties in attacking
the Hindenburg Line-—what a wretched lot~ and how well
they mean to support me~ What confidence~ Please cal l
their attention to my action two weeks ago when the French
pressed me to attack the strong line of defence east of
Roye-Chaules front. I wrote you at the time and instead
of attacking south of the Somme I started Byng’ s attack.
I assur2 you I watch the drafts most careful ly.53

The assaults were ordered and they were bloody. On the evening

of August ~~~ t ue 2nd Austral i an Division began its advance across the

Somme River in the direction of Peronne and the hills of Mont St.

Quentin. The German defenders--five divisions --had orders that they were

L 

to hold at all costs. The attack comrnenced on the morning of the 31 st

_ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _
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and by 7:00 A. M., owing to compl ete surpri se, the attackers secured

the villa ge of mont St. ()uentin. The Germans counterattacked furiousl y

and ~~~ed the majority of the leading Australian troops. The survivors

were pushed down the hill into an enemy trench network oi~ the river

bank. The vici ous fi ghting continued for the rest of the day but

determination and bravery alone still proved insufficient in a frontal

attack upon prepared positi ons.

While the Germans were focusing thei r attention upon Mount St.

Quen tin , other Austral i ans easily secured Peronne during the nig ht. This

movement di stracted the German commander and , being uncertai n as to

which position to hold , he weakened the defensive force at Mont St.

Quentin. The result was that the Australian ’s next attack up the hi ll

succeeded in di slodging the enemy. This time German counterattacks

failed .

The next morning, south of Peronne, another brigade of the

Austral i an Corps crossed the Somme and advanced westward. This move out-

flanked the German defensive system in the area and the entire line
ti

was forced to wi thdraw. The Dominion troops had acquitted themselves with

an unsel fi shness and dash reminiscent of the battles of 1915.

Wh i le these actions were i n progress, General Byng ’s Thi rd Army

advanced in the north beyond Bapaume and outfl anked the enemy in the north

as well.

On the 2nd of September, the Canadian Corps, under General Henry

Hom e’s Fi rst A ’y, broke through the German ’s Wotan Position (known

‘~~ the British as the Drocourt—Queant switch line). These actions

precipitated the German High Command ’s order to retire from the entire

Marne sal i ent. 
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General Pershing, fol lowinq the fixed object ive of fon:’in~i

a cohesive Ame n ca~i sect or• had withdrawn f ive of his div is ions

operating under Haig ’s direction on tne 12th of August. This move ,

ta K en just before Haig ’ s great offensive began , upset him and caused

5Oi~~ recrimination. That evening Haig mused: “What will Histo ry say

regarding this action of the Americans leaving the British zone when

the decisive battle of the war is at its height , and the decision is

still in doubt .”54 Although disappointed , the Field-Marshal was

nevertheless cooperative wi th the American commander and Pershing

respected his straightforwardness.55

Pershing formed the American Expeditionary Force around the

St. Mihiel salient , east of Verdun . The reduction of the salient

was a correct military objective but following this , Pershing intended

to continue the attack toward Metz into the virtually impregnable

defensive system built by the Germans in the past three years. Such a

continuatjor of the Ameri can attack, aside from being costly, would have

diverged from the princ ipal Allied offensives to the north. Haig,

therefore , wrote to Foch suggesting that the Americans be hal ted after

the St. Mihiel salient was reduced and their forces shifted into a

concentric attack from the south toward Carnbrai • 56 Haig real ized that

Pershing ~iight object to a directed objective and suggested that Foch

choose Mezieres , north of the Argonne Forest, for the American assault.

Haig further suggested that final victory in 1918 would be possible if

this strategic. dircction were adopted. Foch enthusiastically accepted

H~ig ’ proposal . Later, he was surprised to find that even the cooly

logical General Petain accepted this proposal .57 On August 30th , Foch

visited Pershing ’s headquarters and skillful ly substituted ~ez ieres 

- - - - a
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for Metz as the ultimate strategic direction for the AEF. Al though

— 
Pershing later chose to fight east of the Argonne Forest, Haig ’s

strategic appreciation shaped the final vast offensive ordered by

Marsha1 Foch.58

The Grand Assault was planned to comence on September 26th

with the Americans and the French Fourth Army attacking north towards

— Mezleres . One day later, the British First, Third, and Fourth Armies

were to proceed southward into the Hlndenburg Line . General Plumer ’s

Second Army, wi th Belgian and French support, was to again break out of

the ~‘pres salient and drive along the Belgian coast on the 28th. The

next day, Rawlinson ’s Fourth Army and the French First Army under
Debeney, would reduce the German defensive line frontally. These bol d

plans would h~ye been foolhardy a few months earlier, but the~ German

military forces were now suffering extreme physical hardship and their

morale was ebbing quickly. The British naval blockade ’s inexorable

pressure upon Germany’s economy was finally having a telling effect upon

civilian and military determination to fight on. The recent failure of

the Friedensturm and the growing Allied superiority served to remind

the German soldier that defeat was certain and prolonging its coming

would make it only more terrible.

Foch’s final offensive was not wholly successful , but was the

~~~~~~ that finally ended the war with military victory. After an

Initial advance, the French and Americans In the south were bogged down

wi th logistical problems and by extremely heavy losses caused by over-

crowding of troops in restrictive terrain. The Belgi an and British

in the north advanced eight miles only to be stopped again by Flanders

‘ ~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~ .. -. .
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mud. Bu t on the 29th , the British were successful in smashing through

the southern section of the Hindenburg Line and finally reached open

country behind the rearmost German defensive zone. Al though the British

were too weak to exploit their victory , the shatteri ng of the Hindenburg

Line cause d Ludendorff to lose his nerve. He insisted that the Imperial

Government of Germany request an immediate armistice .

The events on the battlefield now became secondary to political

and diploma tic maneuveri ng for an end to the fighting. A new German

Government was installed on October 3rd under Pri nce Max of Baden . The

new politi cal leaders requested an armist ice in line wi th President

Woodrow Wilson ’s Fourteen Poin ts. After an extended exchange of diplomatic

notes, the Chancellor of Germany reorganized the German consti tutional

form of government to provide full control to the elected Reichstag .

Ludendorff was removed as the effective head of the military forces ; he

was replaced by Genera l Groener 5~ As !mperial Germany failed and began

tn collapse, her partners in the Cent~-’a1 Powers lost heart and submitted
to the eventual vic tory of the Entente Powers.

As peace through vic tory became an Increasingly certain goal ,

the Bri tish Governmen t chose to i gnore their l eading military commander.

Sir Douglas Haig had proved unerri ngly correct in the final year of the

war. His warnings as well as his optimistic predic tions had been borne

out. The great moral certi tude which he provided to the Allied cause had

pulled It through its darkest hours and impe lled It on to certain victory

on the bat tlefield. With peace in sight , David Lloyd George chose not

only to disregard , bu t also to bypass Haig on military matters . It is

apparent that the princ ipal reason for this attitude was the Prime

Ministe r ’s personal dislike for the stiff and inarticulate soldier.

- _-~~~~~ ,_~~~ ,.______ ~ — .—
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Al though Haig ’s op timi sm had proved unjusti fied in the past ;

he now tempered It wi th realism. Lloy d George did not speak with Haig

about the military conditions for an armistice until October 19th. At

this time , perhaps recalling his overzealousness in the past , the Field-

Ma rshal coun selled a moderate settlement which could be enforced .6° He

stated that Germany was not yet completely defeated and that her armies

could delay effectively back into their own territory .

A very large part of the German Army has been badly beaten ,
but the whole Field Army has not yet been broken up.... general
disorganization... is not yet apparent.... The French Army
seems grea tly worn out.... EThe] Ameri can Army is disorganized ,

M ill-equipped and ill-trained.. , i t must take at least a year
before i t becomes a serious fighting force.... The British Army
has fought hard . It is a veteran force , very confident in
Itself but i ts infantry is already 50,000 under strength .
(It) is not sufficiently fresh or strong to force a decision
by Itself....

A careful cons idera tion of the military sit~ation ’çn the
Western Front, and keeping British Interests i~’view, fprces me
to the conclus i on that an armistice wi th Germafiy should\be
concluded on the following basis :- /

1. Complete and tninedl ate evacuation of ~e1gi um and
occupied French terri tories . Alsace and ,l.oralne must also
be evacua ted and Metz and Strasbourg handed forthwi th
to the Allies .
2. Rolling stock of French and Be 1gian~ r~11ways or -

- 

- 

equi valen t to be returned , i nhabi tants repatriated etc.

Haig was not vindictive and he saw no reason to expend further

resources if Bri tain ’s war aims could be satisfied wit hout this. Of

course, the conditions wh ich caused this assessment rapidly changed and

a more severe and uncomp romising armistice agreement became possible.

Yet Haig, unl i ke so many of his comrades in arms , real ized that the purpose

of the war just concluded was to secure a lasting peace . On November 27th ,

he w’~ed the repressive attitude of the French toward the beaten enemy :

The French are anxiou s to be very strict , e.g., to forbid
the German pos tal system to function.. .. This , of course, is

- 
_ _

~~~~~~~~~~ _‘~~_.-_•,_•, ._. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ‘I ’V~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -.—— — ..—..---. - ~~~.- !‘ ~--‘-.—~~ - - —•‘-—— “-~ 

- ~~~ —-  -,. —

- _~ r- —-
~-- -~~~~ 
-



124

out of the question . We must not forget that it is to our
Interest to return to Peace methods at once , to have Germany
a prosperous, not an impoveri shed country. Furthermore, we
ought not to make Germany our enemy for many years to come.6l

The Supreme Allied War Counci l accepted the recommendations

of Marshal Foch and General Pershing and imposed harsh armistice terms

on the German nation. Such action was taken against Germany desp ite

the fact that her armies were never completely defea ted and the Allies

were still on thei r own territory when the guns were silenced. The

peace treaty wh i ch followed the halt In fighting was even more repressive

and himiill a ting to the defeated powers.
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l) This position will be held , and the section w ill remain
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSIONS

The first total war presented the belligerents with

unique problems of comm~iid and coordination. While coalition

warfare had been a recurring phenomenon throughout recorded

history , World War I differed radically from other major

conflicts in the magnitude of the forces involved, the tech—

nological methods used to prosecute it and in the geographical

impact of the military and. naval operations. Front another

aspect——the total involvement of the civilian population of

the belligerents and many neutral states——this war’s conse—

quences were felt universally.

Military stalemate in the principal theater of opera-

tions rapidly invalidated the popular military philosophies

of the nineteenth century. The new weapons of the Industrial

Revolution——the machine gun, the quick—firing howitzer and

heavy artillery——made the existing modes of battlefield

mobility useless and caused a return to seige warfare along

a 400 mile trench line.

After the Central Powers lost the initial advantage

~~aned by early successes, the Entente Powers gradually real-

ized that they could not effectively utilize the initiative

they held. without precise methods for coordinating their

military efforts. This paper has chronicled four
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diet thct methods attempted by the Entente Powers to achieve

the illusive goal of unified effort. At this point it might

be wel]. to ask whether Allied strategy was ever really

coordinated.. Tt might be better to descr ibe it as var ious

levels of coordination between isolated national military

strategies. This is not offered as a condemnation, for any

coalition policy will always consist , in large measure , of

badly syohronized compromises and can never be compared to a

policy from one source of author ity. 1

In the first two years of the war a makeshift

structure of milita ry cooperation evolved under the leade r—

ship of Gener al Jose ph Jot fre . This was possible because of

the overwhelm ing sacrifices and contribU tt onB of the Frenc h

nation to the alliance end General Jof fre ’s personal stature

and power. The system , if it may be so called, was dependent

upon irregular conferences of militar y commanders sometimes

with the advice and consent of their political superiors.

This m’~thod achieved a certain amount of synchronization

bet;~ ~~ the separate fronts and , in some measure , provided

for mucual support between French and British forces on the

Western Front. However , the appalling losses incurred prior

to 191? caused great revulsi on within the democratic societies

and their political hierarch ies. This caused the politica l

leaders to ins ist upon a strong voice in deter mining war

strategy .

Thus in 1917, the politicians, principally Mr. Lloyd

George and M. Briand, enforced the ir own form of unified

command . During the Calals Conference, the British Prime

-, ~- ~~•
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Minis ter ordered. his Commander—in—Chief to subordinate

himself and his forces to the new French commander. The

unprecedented subordination of the growing British forces ,

even for the brief period of the Nivelle Offens ive , greatly

hampered the logical progression of event s toward an

eftecttve Allied comm~~d organ izat ion to coordinate the

Entente ’s military power. The bitterness engendered by this

action within the British H igh C0ThThAY 4 and , the distrust it

earned in all other sectors of the west when Genera l Nivelle ’s

Offensive failed , cast a great deal of doubt upon the military

wisdom of the political leaders. As a direct result , the

period following N ivelle ’s failure was one of almost complete

failure in cooperative efforts. The results of the offensive

also caused the politic ians to avo id their constitutional

responsibilities and. let the higher direction of the war —

pass , by defaul t , into the narrow control of the national

theater commanders .

Not until Novembe r , 1917 did. the politicians take an

active hand in shaping combined military policy again. With

the impend ing defeat of the Italian Army , they chose to form

a formal Supreme War Council to act as the high coordinat ing

authority . Yet this counc il lacked the real decisiveness

needed to meet crises which arose. The Supreme War Council
had a permanently functioning international military staff
section in the form or the Board of Permanent iblilitary

Representatives. However, these officers could only act

after unanimous agreement and, then only to recommend act ions

to be taken by the Suprem e Council of Premiere . Although of
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great potential importan ce , the Supreme War’ Counc il never

successfully intervened in the perogatives of the nat ional

commanders-- Haig and P~ta in.

The final solution to the military coordination

problem—- which was , perha ps , the most difficult of solution

in ~he war--was promul gated under the most harr owing circum-

stances. The near—defeat by the German offens ives of March ,

1918 forced the Allied Council and ‘military leaders to

accept the direction of a generalissimo--Marshal Pooh. A key

point to remember here is that the initiative f or this

appointment came from the British milita ry commander who felt

that this move was the last chanc e to keep the French nation

in the war.

Marshal Ferdinand Foch perfo rmed the invaluable

function of shoring up the flagging allied war cause. He never

effectively interf erred with the operational control of’ his

international subordinates, although he received Premier

• Clemenceau ’s support in ordering General Petain’s complete

subordination. Foch’s method of leadership was neither

detailed enough nor based upon the new tactical doctrines

developed by his theoretical subordinates. However he was

in charge when the Central Powers collapsed and. his method and

style of leadership have been attributed as being

significant factors in the final victory.

This paper has disputed the validity of this general

appraisal of Foch’s leadership. The Generalissimo was in

power for too short a time and he never had. the facilit ies

with which to really control the vast armies on the front.
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The f inal command struc ture was a result of evolutiona ry

forces and the vagaries of battlef ield arid polit ical confron-

tations . Theref ore a1,. periods of the Great War must be con-

sidered when evaluating the efrectiveness of combined opera—

tionø.

Two factors which greatly affected the course of

allied military cooperation but have received little histor-

ica]. or military attention were the establishment of a

Supreme War Council in late 1917 and the personal and

professional attitudes of Field-Marshal Sir Douglas Haig.

Institutionalized Coo~erat ion

The military and civil collapse -Of Russia in 1917,

resulted in the ability of Germany and Austria-Hungary to

concentrate their forces on the Western Front. Improved Allied

coordination then became a necessary condition for continuing

the war. With the added threat of the collapse of Italy in

November, 1917, political intervention to enforce military

cooperation was afforded another opportunity . The method used

did not create a unified command which was thought to be

unacce ptabl e after Genera l Nivelle ’s experiment . The council

formed. only unified political control and provi ded united

public positions.

The Supreme All ied War Counc il contained two featu res

which prove d to be unique in the histo ry of coalition warfare:

its provis ion for regula r meetings and the establishm ent of
a permanently functioning adviso ry board of int ernational
military representatives. In this sense , it can be said. that
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the machine ry of coordination embodied in the Supreme War

Council was as much a produc t of the first total war as was

any other military technique Or weapons system which evolved -

during its course.

As might have been expected. the creation of the

Council was greeted by differi ng attitude s rang ing from

indifference to open hostility in the member states. This

was a measure of the continuing spirit of national part icu-

lariam which had. dominated the relationships within the

allianc e and were only subordinated to milita ry reality with

the greatest difficulty.

Each of the three European members of the Council

participated with particular national objectives in mind..

The French and. British each sought to dominate the allianc e

while the Italians viewed it as a means to avoid domination.

The United States entered the war and the Supreme War Council

in a relatively impartial spirit and had, no desire to dominate

the coalition. President Wilson viewed the Council as a means

of attaining adequate military cooperation to end the war

quickly.

Born in an atmosphere of compromise, the Council

worked to achieve some measure of collective Allied sanction

for cathtt~iry projects which were often based on purely

national interests. This result is hardly surprising given

the debilities of its internal operation and the preceding

experiences with combined military operations.

Perhaps more importantly, the effect of the Council
upon Allied public opinion in uniting and buoying the spirit
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of the peoples in the member nations should be cited. Once

a decision had, been announced by the Council , it became a

basis for stro ng collective suas ion to enforce it if a

contracting party tailed. in its execution. The weight of

o~~l,cttve Allied approval, made the policies of the Council

much less vulnerable to repudiation than were those of’

- 
previous ad hoe conferences and bilateral understandings.

From the purely milita ry standpoint , the Board of

Milita ry Repre sentatives , which evolved into the Executive

War Board , afforded its members the opportunity of developing

functions and , powers equivalent to those of an Allied

Gene ralissimo for all theaters without impinging upon

national pride and sens ibilities. This chanc e was ruined by

the ada ment opposition of the national field commanders.

The lessons learned or perhaps the habits formed by

the Allied Supreme War Council created unclear but certainly

decisive precedents for the conduct of subsequent Allied ven-

tures. The negotiations for the armistice and the f inal peace

agreements were held. within an expanded form of the Council.

Additionally the Supreme War Council formed at the outb reak

of the Second World War, while not an exact duplicate of that

in the First World War, had many common forms and purposes

which suggest a strong historical link.

Haiz--A Forzotten Factor

Field-Marshal Haig acted as the British Empire

commander on the Western Front during the critical final years

of the war. His service in high command spanned the four
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distinct command systems which have been identified and he

exerted a strong influence upon the daily functioni ng of

these systems and the ultimate forms which they took. 2 The

impress of his personal prejudices and previous experiences

can be discerned in each formula for command used on the

Western Front.

In attempting to place a value upon Haig’s contri-

bution to Allied unit y of command , ‘one might be tempted to

pass of r the praise of Marshal Foch as a mere post-war

accolade, rendered asa matter of course. Yet the praise is

quite specific:

Never at any time in history has the British
Army achieved greater results in attack than
in this unbroken offensive lasttn~ i16 days,...
The victory gained was indeed complete....•
thanks above all to the unselfishness of the
wise, loyal and energetic policy of’ their
Commander-in-Chief, who made easy a great
combination, and sanctioned a prolonged and
gigant ic effort . Was it not the insight of an
experienced and enl ightened Commander which
led him to intervene as he did , with his o’.~mGovernment on the 2kth of March, .1918 , and with
the Allied Governments assembled at Doullens on
the 26th, to the end that the French and British
Armies might at once be placed under a single
command, even tháugh his personal position
should thereby suffer? In the events that
followed, did. he not prove that he was above all.
anxious to... move in perfect harmony with the
general Allied plan...? 3

This statement, while overestimating Haig’s acquiescence in

the final stages of victory, adequately acknowledges his

pivitol role in Allied cooperation.

The German enemy is no less specific in pointing to
Haig’s part in the final decision. Although the official

monograph on the Great War refuses to admit German defeat
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on the battlefield , it firmly fixes upon Field—Marshal H aig

the major credit for preventing a German victory.

The circumstances that Haig never could act
really independently , but always had to make
his decisions subject to conditions imposed
on him , is no reason to deny him the position
of a oonunander- in-chief. Dependenc e on others
was often the fate of great commanders . Wha t
is more important is whether his actions were
conducted with strategic ability , f irm will,
strength of character, acceptance of respon-
sibility and political insight. Haig possessed
all these qualities and used them in ‘harmon-
ious combination’ as Clausewitz requires of a
great commander. By means of these powers he
saved France- in 1916 and 1917, and preeminently
on that historic day, the 26th March 1918.
Finally: if the ultimate victory over the
Central Powers was not accomplished on the
battlefield, but was gained on quite another
plane, yet in the last three years of the
war Haig contributed. the most to prevent a
German victory. Thus he really remained
‘master of the field ’ .

A1lw~ions to Passo)~Cndi~ele and the Somme have been

coated with the venom of the post-war era. These battles,

often grossly misrepresented, are used to damn Haig to

oblivion without further discussion or even verification of’

the supposed facts. In truth, there was great suffering and,

sacrifice on the stagnant battlefields of 1915—1917, but the

British armies did impose their will upon the enemy . During

the gr inding battles of attrition , they inflicted greater

cz~.aualties upon the German forces than they sustaine d them-

selves . Alone among all the armies on the Western Front, the

British units maintained their morale and confidence, despite

appalling physical conditions.

Raig is frequently characterized as an unfeeling and.

unimaginative individual.5 He is indicted for isolating him—

‘—  ,qr~~_._ - -.—-— —.— -----—--~~~~~ , —-- --- —---—-.- - —— .-— .- — --  —-- —- -—— - __—_-,-- _ - — -— — - - -—.——.——, —. . --

_ _  _ _ _ _



_ _ _ _ _  - ____ ____ 
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  -

self in palatial head quarters , far from the trench lines , and

moving pins on his large map board which doomed thousand s of

helpless men to dest ruction. The Field-Marshal was a dour

and pro per Scotsman and , was not given to emotional displays.

Yet his concern for the welfare of his men and, their suffer-

ing in the trenches pervades the nocturnal summaries in his

diary.6 He was baffled, as were all. the Allied and German

high commanders, by the problem of breaking the stalemate

of the trench lines . His instant apprec iation of the new tank

weapon 7 and his und erstand ing of the practical problems of

Allied military cooperation show that he was not devoid of

imagination. His bit ing and vitriolic commentaries , preserved

in his diaries, are ample proof of very real feelings. Far

from being cold , he was , it anything , overly sensitive and.

3ealous of his personal image.

A patrician model of’ a professional soldier was a

vulnerable target for derision -in the frenetic and irreverent

decades between the world wars. Modern a~alysts find it more

profitable to denounce incompetence than to attempt to

understand the mood, of the Great War and. the restrictive

medium in which it was fought. There were no great high

commanders in that war; each military leader had bas ic f lava

which deny him entry into the pantheon of Great Captains.

But Haig ’s performance in the final stage of the war--his

acceptance of a supreme commander , his tac t ical innovations ,

and his perceptive analysis of the war aims of the British

Empire ——pla ces him far above his contemporaries .

The release of Haig’s personal diaries now provides

a unique opportunit y for the historian to impartiall y access
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his actions during the war. Although these documents often

reveal their author as a prejudiced and unreasonable observer,

they are consistent in thrust and have not been doctored to

eliminate obvious errors or misjudgements.
8

There is little doubt that Field-Marshal Haig was the

single most important commander in the Allied coalition duri ng

the final two years of the war. His armies prevented the -

Germans from completing the destruction of the French at Verdun

and distracted Ludend,orf f from the utter helplessness of the

French Army duri ng the 1917 mutinies. In the f inal months of

the war , it was the British and not the Frenc h or the Americans

who blunted the Germ an last gambles for victo ry and then

turned to defeat the princip al enemy decisively in the only

theater of operat ions where f inal victory could be achieved.

The Frenc h sacrificed an entire generation of young

men in the first two years of the war in order to stave of f

def eat . The American presenc e in the f inal year of the war

provided an immeasurabl e stimulus to the ‘flagging Allied

morale. Perha ps the most ignored factor in the final victory

on land was the cumulative effect of’ the complete naval

blockade which weakened the entire German nat ion. All of these

factors contributed to victory and it has not been the purpose

of this work to denigrate them; rather it is merely suggested

that the vital importance of Douglas Haig and. his armies

z.hould also be understood.

Air Vice-Marshal E. J. Kingston McCloughry, In his
stud y of the political direction and high command in war,

restates an immutable rule: 

- — -~~ -- —
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...whatever the nature of war, or the weapons
employed, human agencies in one form or another,
despite their inherent limitations, are always
of prime importance. Indeed, although the nature,
scope and. degree, of the influence of’ individuals
have changed with the evolution of war, this
factor has always been an overridin g one . 9

Douglas Haig’s conversion to efficient and flexible tactical

methods in the last stage of’ the war and, the resultant end. of

the war within four months must rank as the greatest vindica-

tion of this axiom. As C. H. M.F. Cruttwell, a leading

chronicler of the Great War has observed:

In the last hundred days of the war he showed
a vision and calculated resolution in taking
chances worthy of a great captain. His career
in the war is a curious example of how exactly
the same qualities in dissimilar circumstances
make both a bad and a good general. 10

If future commanders are to learn from their predeces-

sors, it Is the moral and not the technical lessons which

should be stressed. The sense of responsibility for other

lives--often the lifeblood of the nation—-requires a moral

certitude incomparably greater in a military commander than

in any other leader. Great Britain’s belated preparations for

a modern global war was insufficient to meet the crisis of

19111.4918. The selection and training of military leaders in

pre-war England was woefully inadequate. That a workmanlike ,

pr ofessional. soldier with narrow horizons was able to
eventually rise to meet the great responsibilities of the

war, not the bloody and wasteful experiments which preceded

the f inal victory , is the lesson of Ha ig ’s period in command .
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Notes for CHAPTER VI

1C. H. M. F. Cruttwell , The Role of British Stratç~~
in the Great “Tar (London: Cambridge University Press, 1936),
pp. 4..5

2For a visualization of these four systems refer to
Appendix 2.

351r Dou~las Hai&e DesDatches. December 1915-A~çi11919, ed. J. H . BorastOn, introduction by Marshal Foch , (London:
J. N . Dent, 1919), xiii.

~Translated, from ‘Heerfuhres des Woltkrieg~s , “ quoted,
in James Edmonds, Official Histor~r of the Great i4ar: Military
0~erat ions in Franc e and BelEium~ 1917 ( London: Macmillan ,
1948 ), II , p. v.

5Aside from the scholarly interpretations such as those
of Leon “Tolff and Allan Clark, the general public has a
stereotyped vision of the British High Command as ~ bumblingand heartless organization. A most recent example of this
groundless and. und.ipciplined reasoning was published in the
January 18th 1971 iszue of Time Magazine. In an article
which criticized the poor management of the Penn Central
Railroad,, an executive was quoted. as condemning the manage-
ment of that company as “the most unqualified, irresponsible
and inept single bunch of leaders since the British General
Staff in World ‘Tar I. ” Such gross simplification and, distortion
is generally accepted without question in current allusions to
the British High Command fifty years ago. ~The Cities,° Time,XCVII (January 18, 1971), p. 117.

6The Field-Marshal also identified personally with
his former men after the war. He refused to accept any
personal honors, titles or grants until adequate compensation
or ‘batta” had, been granted to the veterans, widows and, orphans
of the army . His dedication to the British Legion and, his work
in uniting the various splinter veterans groups throughout the
Empire show real concern beyond any superf icial expression of
sympathy.

7Although Haig’s initial use of the tank in the Battle
of the Sornme was Inconsequential, it does not appear, as has
been charged by several armor theoreticians, that he ruined
the effectiveness of the weapons system. In all prObabiltty’the
German Intelligence network would have discerned the secret
weapon within a few months of the Somine Battles. The Battle
of Cambrai, in November, 1917, showed that the tank’s shock
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effect and. mobility were just as effective as if the debut
had been postponed until that date. In the final campaign
of the war——after the Battle of Amiens——Haig’s tank corps,
in combination with the Frenc h and , American armored forces ,
played a decisive tactical role. Ludendorff did not perceive
the value of the tank until it was too late. Throughout
Haig’s supposed misuse of the tank, the Royal Tank Regiment
continuously improved its vehicles, tactics, and, technical

- 
. methods of supply. and, repair. If the weapon had, been saved,

it would have been even more unreliable and , vulnerable ; it
exhibited these qualities to a great degree in any event .

8The most striking example of Haig’s misconceptions
of reality was his diary entry on July 1, 1916 In which he
observed that his armies had begun the Somme Battle well
and had suffered only moderate losses. In fact, his forces
had made little gain that day and at the cost of the single
day ’s greatest loss in the history of the British Army. It
is exactly because Of such mistakes and the fact that they
were not ammended or excised., that these diaries have such
great historical value.

9Ed~ ar J. Kthgston-McCloughry, The Dlreation of War
(New York: Pr’aeger, 1955), p. 23.

~‘°Cruttwell , British Strate~v in the Great ‘Jar, p. 90.
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Appendix 1

List of Joint Notes Adopted by the
Board of Permanent Military Representati ves

No. Title Date adopted by the
Military Representatives

1 Military Policy . December 13 , 1917

2 Increase in the Number of Di v isions
in the Bel gi um Army. December 20, 1917

3 [Untitled . Concerns reinforcement
of Italy] December 19, 1917

4 The Balkan Problem. December 23, 1917

5 The Situation in Russia. December 24,, 1917

6 The Italian Problem. December 25 , 1917

7 Av iation [Comi ttee]. January 9 , 1918

8 Transportation [Committee] . January 9 , 1918

9 Tanks [Cofirittee]. January 9, 1918

10 Extension of the Bri tish Front. January 10, 1918

11 Chinese Battalions. January 21 , 1918

12 1918 Campaign. January 21 , 1918

13 Supply [Committee]. January 25 , 1918

14 The General Reserve . January 25 , 1918

15 General Inter-Allied Reserve [Securi ty]. February 6 , 1918

16 Japanese Intervention in SiberIa. February 19, 1918

17 Dutch Shipping . 
- 

March 12, 1918

18 Mierican Reinforcements--Western Front. March 27, 1918

19 Plans for Supporting the Italian Army
in the Event of an Enemy Offensive
on That Front. March 27 , 1918 
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No. Title Date adopted by the
Military Representatives

( 20 The Situation in the Eastern Theater. Apri l 8, 1918

21 Allied Naval Activities in the
Adri atic. Apri l 8, 1918

22 Transport Between France and Italy. April 18, 1918

23 Utilization of Belgian Railway
Resources . Apri l 18, 1918

24 Shipment of Rolling Stock from the
United States. Apri l 18, 1918

25 Transportation of Czech Troops from
Russia. Apri l 27, 1918

26 Reduction in the Number of Horses
In the ~‘11ied Armies and in the
Oats and Hay Ration. May 19, 1918

27 Relations to be Established with the
Dutch General Staff in Case
Military Assistance Shoul d Be
Given by the Entente Powers. May 18, 1918

28 Inter-A llied Transportation Council:
* Procedure and Appoi ntment of

Chairman . May 18, 1918

29 Supply of Texti les for the Central
Powers . May 28, 1918

30 Production and Tactics for Tanks. May 30, 1918

31 Allied Intervention at Russian Artic
Ports. June 3, 1918

32 The Utilization of Yugo-Slav Prisoners
of Serbian Race In the Serbi an Army. July 3, 1918

33 Measures Imperative To Take in Order To
Increase the Capacity of the Modane
[Railway) Line wi th a View to
Possthle Strateg ic Demands. July 5 , 1918

~4 Recruitment In Abyssinia. July 16, 1918

35 Bombing Air Force . August 3, 1918

I -
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No. Title Date adopted by the
Military Representati yes

36 Tanks--Construction of Chateauroux
Factory . Augus t 27, 1918

• 37 Gener~i Military Policy of the
All ies for the Autumn of 1918
and for the Year 1919. September 10, 1918

38 Cardinal Points of Allied Action
in Russia. October 8, 1918

39 The Stoppage of Supplies of Coal
to Italy. October 28, 1918
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