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Introduction

Today the popular perception of the fighting during World War One – particularly on the Western Front where more than two million British soldiers were killed or wounded – is still one of futility and waste, a case of ‘lions led by donkeys’. In fact, as this portrait of 1916 will show, the truth is much more nuanced: many mistakes were made by senior commanders but, far from all being ‘donkeys’, some made a positive contribution in very difficult circumstances; and the trench warfare on the Western Front was not simply a case of two sides banging their heads unimaginatively against a brick wall, but rather an extraordinarily fertile period of military innovation in terms of weapons, tactics, training, logistics and the treatment of casualties – innovations that ultimately would help the Allies to pierce the German lines and win the war.

Moreover the vast majority of ordinary soldiers never stopped believing in the justice of the cause they were fighting for. The trenches were for many a brutal and inhuman experience. But even combat soldiers – a small proportion of the total number in uniform – spent only a third of their time in the front line, with the remainder spent training, resting and in reserve; and some were even invigorated by the comradeship and excitement of ever-present danger.

All of these themes are covered by my choice of the key dates and events for 1916 – some directly involving my family – that best illustrate the lasting and irrevocable impact the war had on civilians and soldiers across the globe.  I have tried to cover the war from the perspective of all the belligerents: not only those who fought for each side – on the ground, in the air and at sea – but also those who played a vital role on the home front. The result is, I hope, a wonderfully eclectic cast of characters that includes emperors, politicians, generals, volunteer soldiers, journalists, suffragettes, munitions workers, spies, and patriots.

While all the entries concentrate on a single day, they necessarily include information from a broader time span to give the narrative its context. In this way, and by combining a variety of first-hand sources with the most recent scholarship, I have tried to produce a history of a single year of this highly complex and much misunderstood conflict that is modern, vivid and accessible.
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By the close of 1915, the Central Powers had the upper hand: they had conquered Serbia and Russian Poland, and were still in possession of most of Belgium and the key industrial area of north-east France. They had, moreover, acquired a new ally – Bulgaria – and opened up a direct route of supply between central Europe and the Near East, thus denying Russia its own outlet to the Mediterranean. 

Yet General von Falkenhayn, the Chief of the German General Staff, felt that time was running out, and that Germany’s economy and public morale could not endure more than another year of war. Further advances into Russia would, he thought, be counter-productive because they would require more garrison troops and longer lines of communication. Instead he pinned his hopes for victory in 1916 on twin efforts against the western powers: an ‘intensified’ submarine campaign to disrupt Allied commerce, with Allied merchant ships in the war zone and armed merchantmen liable to be sunk without warning, and only liners and neutrals to be spared; and a major offensive against French forces defending Verdun and its ring of forts.1 

The intention of the Verdun offensive, explained General von Falkenhayn in a memorandum to the Kaiser of 15 December 1915, was to wear down the French Army and break the spirit of the civilian population. ‘If we succeeded in opening the eyes of her people to the fact that in a military sense they have nothing much to hope for, that breaking point would be reached, and England’s best sword knocked out of her hand.’ By defending Verdun to the last, argued Falkenhayn, ‘the forces of France will bleed to death’, irrespective of the outcome. As for Russia intervening, he did not believe that was possible. ‘Even if we cannot expect a revolution in grand style,’ wrote Falkenhayn, ‘we are entitled to believe that Russia’s internal troubles will compel her to give in within a relatively short period.’ To that end, a million roubles were paid to the Russian Jewish Bolshevik Alexander Helphand on 26 December 1915 to spread anti-war propaganda throughout Russia.2 

The Entente, by contrast, had made little progress during 1915 (though it, too, had acquired an important ally in the form of Italy). Apart from some early gains by Russia in the Carpathians (and soon to be wiped out by the huge Austro-German counter-offensive at Gorlice–Tarnów in May), their major offensives – on the Western Front, at the Isonzo river,fn1 at Gallipoli and in Mesopotamia – had all failed to achieve their objectives. The Battle of Loos, in particular, had caused recrimination among British generals and politicians and eventually cost Sir John French his job. Blamed for taking too long to release the operational reserve by his subordinates (including Sir Douglas Haig), by King George V (a friend of Haig’s and undoubtedly biased in his favour) and ultimately by the government, French was replaced by Haig as Commander-in-Chief of the BEF on 19 December. Haig saw Loos as a ‘great opportunity missed … all we wanted was some Reserves at hand to reap the fruits of victory and open the road for our Cavalry to gallop through!’ French was, he believed, ‘solely to blame for the mishandling of the reserves’. Tellingly he also felt that the battles of 1915 had exhausted the Germans, and was optimistic about the future.3 

So too was Britain’s new Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir William (‘Wully’) Robertson, a tough, straight-talking former private who insisted on acting as the government’s sole strategic adviser, thus marginalizing Kitchener. Robertson agreed with Haig that the war could be won only on the Western Front, and shared the optimism of the French Commander-in-Chief General Joffre that, despite the setbacks of 1915, the underlying balance was moving towards the Entente, given its superior manpower and expanding production. They just needed staying power and co-ordination.4 

The second item had been high on the agenda of the Allied conference at Chantilly on 6 December 1915 when senior Entente commanders agreed to the demand by Joffre for synchronized offensives on the Western, Eastern and Italian fronts at some date after March 1916. If, on the other hand, the Central Powers attacked one ally, the others would assist it.5 The conference was a personal victory for Joffre, who had dismissed the failed Gallipoli campaign of 1915 as a sideshow diverting resources from the main effort on the continent. 

A mere army commander at the time, Haig missed the Chantilly Conference. But in late December, soon after his promotion, he met up with Joffre to discuss the location and timing of the main British offensive in 1916. Haig preferred an attack in Flanders that would strike at the main railway junctions beyond and prevent a strategic withdrawal. But with the instructions of Lord Kitchener ringing in his ears – that the ‘closest co-operation between the French and the British as a united Army must be the governing policy’ (albeit with the caveat that his command ‘is an independent one, and that you will in no case come under the orders of any Allied General further than the necessary co-operation with our Allies above referred to’) – he was forced to yield to Joffre’s request for a joint effort on the River Somme in Picardy.6 The offensive was tentatively set for the summer, though Joffre was keen for the BEF to launch preliminary attacks to exhaust Germany’s reserves in the spring. 



26 January 1916: ‘War is a game that is played with a smile’ 

– A Cabinet minister at the front 

‘Rest assured,’ wrote Winston Churchill to his wife, ‘there will be no part of the line from the Alps to the sea better guarded. It will be watched with the vigilance that mobilized the Fleet.’ He was referring to the 1,000-yard section of the front line that his new command, the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, had just taken over at Ploegsteert Wood (or ‘Plug Street’ Wood as the British troops called it) in Flanders.1 

After his sacking as First Lord of the Admiralty in May 1915, Churchill had retained a seat in both the Cabinet – as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster – and on the Dardanelles Committee (in effect, the War Council). But he could not prevent the Cabinet from distancing itself from his Gallipoli venture – a failure that would, according to his wife, haunt him ‘for the rest of his life’2 – and resigned from government in November 1915 when he was excluded from the new Cabinet War Committee, the successor to the Dardanelles Committee. With no effective role to play in the conduct of war, he offered his services to the military and arrived in France on 18 November. 

Promised a brigade by Sir John French, Churchill was first attached to the 2nd Grenadier Guards near Neuve Chapelle to familiarize himself with trench warfare. ‘Filth and rubbish everywhere,’ he wrote to his wife Clementine, ‘graves built into the defences & scattered about promiscuously, feet and clothing breaking through the soil, water & muck on all sides.’ And yet, he added, ‘amid these surroundings, aided by wet & cold & every minor discomfort, I have found happiness & content such as I have not known for many months.’3 

He spent his forty-first birthday, 30 November, under shellfire and was proud that it ‘has not caused me any sense of anxiety or apprehension, nor does the approach of a shell quicken my pulse, or try my nerves or make me about to bob as do so many’.4 While he ignored shells his fertile mind was devising schemes to break the deadlock on the Western Front, ideas he circulated at General Headquarters in early December in a memorandum called ‘Variants of the Offensive’. They included the use of the tank – a new secret weapon that he had helped develop while at the Admiralty – in mass attacks to overcome barbed wire, machine-guns and trenches; infantry advancing behind armoured shields; and digging siege trenches towards the enemy front line (a throwback to the siege warfare of the eighteenth century). He also recognized in the paper that the Allies would prevail in a long war of attrition. ‘After all,’ he wrote, ‘it is the enemy’s army we are fighting, and not the enemy’s position.’5 

Sir John French kept his promise to promote Churchill (a nominal major) to brigadier-general, notifying him on 10 December that he would command the 56th Brigade of 19th Division. But Asquith refused to give his consent. ‘The appointment might cause some criticism,’ he wrote to Sir John, ‘& should not therefore be made. Perhaps you might give him a battalion.’6 

It was left to Sir Douglas Haig, the new BEF commander, to confirm Churchill’s appointment as lieutenant-colonel of the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, part of the 9th (Scottish) Division that had done so well at Loos. Churchill joined his new battalion near Meteren on 5 January 1916, causing Captain Neil Weir of the neighbouring 10th Argylls to inform his mother: ‘Winston Churchill is now commanding our next Battalion – which is curious.’7 

Like Weir, the men who would serve under Churchill were not convinced of his credentials. But he soon won them over with his determination to restore morale and smartness to the battalion, informing his officers at one meeting that he was declaring war on lice, that bane of the trenches. ‘He improved us greatly,’ remarked one captain. ‘Meantime he improved on us.’8 
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Former Cabinet minister Winston Churchill with French general Marie Emile Fayolle (right) in late 1915. 

Churchill’s final briefing to his officers, before the battalion took over the front-line trenches at ‘Plug Street’ Wood on 26 January, was typical of his idiosyncratic but useful advice: 


Don’t be careless about yourselves – on the other hand not too careful. Keep a special pair of boots to sleep in and only get them muddy in a real emergency. Use alcohol in moderation … Live well but do not flaunt it. Laugh a little, & teach your men to laugh – great good humour under fire – war is a game that is played with a smile. If you can’t smile grin. If you can’t grin keep out of the way till you can.9 



For the next three months the 6th Royal Fusiliers rotated in and out of the front line at ‘Plug Street’, losing a fifth of its strength – fifteen killed and 123 wounded – to snipers and shellfire. Ensconced in battalion headquarters, a brick farmhouse 500 yards from the forward trenches, Churchill was a little safer than most. But he made regular visits to the forward companies – three times a day, according to one officer – and ‘was always in the closest touch with every piece of work that was going on’.10 

He was lucky to survive a direct hit on his headquarters, the shell exploding in the room next door and covering him and his staff with dust, and later was caught in the open as shells landed ever closer. ‘One could calculate more or less where the next one would come,’ Churchill informed his wife, 


and I said, ‘the next one will hit the [ruined] convent’. Sure enough just as we got abreast of it, the shell arrived with a screech and a roar and tremendous bang and showers of bricks and clouds of smoke and all the soldiers jumped and scurried … I do not mind noise as some very brave people do. But I felt – twenty yards more to the left and no more tangles to unravel, no more anxieties to face, no more hatreds and injustice to encounter … a good ending to a chequered life, a final gift – unvalued – to an ungrateful country.11 



Churchill even led raids into no man’s land, ‘a nerve-wracking experience’ for one lieutenant who remembered his colonel’s ‘loud, gruff voice’ and likened him to a ‘baby elephant’. The subaltern added: ‘He never ducked when a bullet went past with its loud crack. He used to say after watching me duck: “It’s no damn use ducking; the bullet has gone a long way past you by now.”’12 

By late March 1916, having learned that a vacant brigade command would not be given to him, Churchill told Clementine that he was ready to resume ‘political and Parlt. Duties wh[ich] are incompatible with holding a military command’. The exact timing was determined by the news, at the end of April, that the 6th and 7th Battalions of the Royal Scots Fusiliers would be merged, putting one lieutenant-colonel out of a job. As Churchill was the junior of the two, it was bound to be him. He was given permission to return to London, taking his leave from the battalion on 7 May 1916. Many were sad to see him go. ‘I have never known an officer take such pains to inspire confidence,’ wrote one captain, ‘or to gain confidence.’ Another added that ‘no more popular officer ever commanded troops’ and that he had left behind men ‘who are proud of having served in the Great War under the leadership of one who is beyond question a great man’.13 



27 January 1916: ‘This vital measure’ 

– Conscription is introduced in Britain 

‘If we owe a great debt to the Government for their firmness and skill in carrying this vital measure into effect,’ wrote Colonel Repington of The Times in the wake of the Military Service Act being passed by the House of Lords, ‘we certainly owe much to the good sense and patriotism of Labour which has realized that there is no other means of reinforcing our heroes at the front adequately except by the passage of the Bill into law.’1 

Thus did The Times greet the introduction of national conscription for the first time in British history. Lord Kitchener had wanted such a law in August 1914, but had been overruled by his Cabinet colleagues on the grounds that compulsory military service would be hugely unpopular. Yet by the end of 1915 – in the wake of Kitchener’s acceptance at the Calais conference in July of a seventy-division target for the BEF, the heavy losses suffered by the New Armies at Loos and the commitment made at Chantilly for a major offensive in 1916 – it had become clear that too few men were volunteering for military service, and that some form of coercion would have to be introduced. An additional but not insignificant factor was the determination of Lloyd George, Minister of Munitions, to protect the skilled workers of the munitions industry from military service by introducing a law that exempted those with jobs vital to the war effort.2 

Already a National Registration Act had been passed in July 1915 to require all men and women between the ages of sixteen and sixty-five to report their name and occupation. This was followed by the ‘Derby scheme’ of October–December 1915, overseen by Lord Derby as Director of Recruiting, which invited men of military age to ‘attest’ their willingness to service. The failure of the ‘Derby scheme’ may have been anticipated; either way it led swiftly to the passing of the Military Service Act in January 1916.3 The chief opponents of the act were the Labour Party and the TUC who feared it would lead on to compulsory civilian labour and the end of trade-union bargaining power. But without Liberal support, they could not prevent a comfortable House of Commons majority in favour of the new legislation. 

The Act provided for the conscription of all British (but not Irish) men who, as of 15 August 1915, were aged eighteen to forty, unmarried or widowers without dependants, though there were numerous exemptions (to be administered by a tribunal system) that included war work, hardship due to family or business commitments or ill health, and conscientious objection to the ‘undertaking of combatant service’.4 

Neither the provisions nor the timing, however, were enough to satisfy fully The Times military correspondent. ‘At the best,’ wrote Repington, ‘and if Lord Derby’s estimates work out in practice, we may get 1,400,000 men this year, but this will not do more than enable us to complete our existing divisions, and maintain them in the field until the autumn, given that the war preserves its present general
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