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Foreword

Gordon Brook-Shepherd

Oxon, 1981

To say that this particular narrative of how the Great War ended has never been written before may seem a bold claim to make, in view of the many thousands of books which have been published in all languages since that terrible conflict ended. But my English and American publishers came forward with a joint concept to fill what they held to be a gap still existing in the histories of the First World War.

This was to tell the story of the closing phase of that war on all four of its principal battlefields (i.e. Italy, the Balkans and Palestine, as well as the dominant Western Front); to show how those campaigns were interrelated in the approaching victory of one side and the approaching defeat of the other; and finally, to depict how the position on those battlefields affected the peace-making process fashioned by President Wilson, and when and where it contributed to the final collapse of the three empires (the Hohenzollern, the Hapsburg and the Ottoman) which fell during those last months of 1918. In other words, what was required was a panorama of the whole closing scene, which would link, in one volume, all the main military aspects with the diplomatic and dynastic ones; would show how crowns were lost with battles; and how the cross-currents of war itself threatened, almost to the end, the incoming tide of peace. As often as practicable, the story was to be told in the language of the actors themselves, great and small, so that the reader would move from Supreme Headquarters to the frontline trenches, and from pavements to palaces.

I agreed to the idea in a somewhat dubious frame of mind. It was only after I started consulting the libraries and archives of the six principal combatant nations – Britain, France, America, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy – that I realized such a gap did indeed seem to exist. I knew from previous general reading that the memoirs or diaries of most of the famous figures involved – Foch, Haig, Pétain, Pershing, Ludendorff, Hindenburg among the commanders for example, or Clemenceau, Lloyd George and Prince Max of Baden among the statesmen – were subjective to a dangerous degree. Even the broadest of such studies, like Winston Churchill’s The World Crisis, had so much canvas to cover that parts of the war’s climax were only sketched in.

But I then discovered that the enormous range of secondary works were usually even more selective, as well as being often very dated. Thus, probably the best single volume study of the diplomatic and political road to the peace, Rudin’s Armistice 1918, was published in 1944; moreover, it omits events on the battlefields altogether and, even on the political side, concentrates exclusively on Germany. It is much longer ago since the classic military account of the closing phase of the war was published; Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice’s The Last Four Months appeared early in 1923. The reverse of Rudin’s study, this dealt only with the battlefronts and, almost exclusively, with the West.

This same excessive concentration on the campaign in France and Flanders applies to the few relevant studies to appear in recent years. One of these, for example, which deals with the last year of the fighting, was written by a specialist on the battles of the Western Front, and is predictably sound on that subject. But the epic Allied offensive in the Balkans which, in September 1918, knocked Bulgaria out of the war, laying bare the southern flank of the Central Powers in the process, is dismissed in three paragraphs. General Allenby’s equally brilliant campaign which, in that same fateful month, crushed the German-led Turkish army In Palestine and forced Turkey to sue for peace, gets precisely one paragraph. The offensive in northern Italy four weeks later, which shattered the armies of Austria-Hungary (Germany’s principal partner) and forced Vienna to sue for a separate ceasefire, is not even mentioned, let alone described; nor is the baleful story of the Padua armistice itself, which cost the Hapsburg armies more casualties from the conference table than they had lost in the battle.

Such an approach represents the philosophy of the ‘Westerner’ run amok. It is indisputable that the French front was, to the First World War, what the Russian Front was to the Second: the primary theatre of action, the meat-grinder which slowly devoured the sinews of German military strength. Yet, apart from the strategic impact, the collapse of those three secondary fronts in the autumn of 1918 helped powerfully to destroy, in lightening blows, something equally important – the will of the German Supreme Command to go on fighting. To underestimate that psychological factor is to ignore the trauma of Einkreisung or ‘Encirclement’ which had shaped the fears of the German people, and the plans of German military planners, for decades past. It also, as we shall see, ignores the testimony of General Ludendorff himself, the virtual military dictator of the German empire in its death throes.

The capitulation of Germany’s allies has a wider historical significance. When Germany, deserted by all her partners, finally surrendered herself, the map of Europe was barely changed by the territorial concessions she made. But the destruction of the Austro-Hungarian empire, a complex process which unfolded between the battlefield and the home front, meant that any map of central and south-eastern Europe was torn up for good. At first this was seemingly for the better; but then, as Stalin succeeded Hitler as the ultimate heir to the Hapsburgs, it became clear that it had been for the worse. It is perspectives such as these which need to be kept in mind when chronicling the end of the Great War. Those last months are not simply the tale of how battles were fought and ceasefires negotiated. They are the story of how our continent was transformed beyond recognition or redress.

The ending of the story declared itself – 11 November 1918. The only question was how and where to start. I finally chose the British victory east of Amiens on 8th August of that summer, not merely because this conveniently provided the last hundred days as a framework but because, as the famous ‘Black Day of the German Army’, this blow began the destruction of Ludendorff’s faith in his own cause (the German Kaiser counted for little or nothing in all this) as well as the final rolling-up, on all four fronts, of his armies.

I was familiar, from earlier travels, with the general terrain of all four war-fronts and I have re-visited them again with the specific battles of 1918’s last hundred days in mind. Nature’s obstacles and amenities have not changed since then, and you have to see them to understand what the fighting meant. It is when you stand on the rocky Musmus Pass of present-day Israel and look down on the great bowl of the Armageddon plain below that you realise the foolhardy action by which, on 20 September 1918, a young English cavalry captain secured this crucial defile by night and then routed its would-be defenders with his Lancers at dawn. The savage mountain crests – range after range of them – which divide Greece from Macedonia have to be seen to appreciate the feat involved when Serbian and French troops did the impossible by storming them, and thus opened the road to Belgrade and Sofia for the so-called Allied Armies of the Orient. You have to stand on the banks of the Piave in flood to measure the achievement of another British officer (then a brevet Lieutenant Colonel, later to become a famous general of the Second World War) who forced that broad torrent against murderous gunfire and established the main bridgehead for the final Allied offensive in northern Italy.

Finally, in the paramount theatre of battle, only a tour of the dead flat country east of Amiens shows how the hundreds of tanks allotted to the British Fourth Army could cause the havoc they did on Germany’s ‘Black Day’; just as the deep canal cutting of Riqueval, the ravines which score the Argonne Forest, and the commanding heights of Montfaucon demonstrate what the Allied soldiers faced in breaking the Hindenburg defence system along its entire length. These are battles that cannot be created simply from library books.

This was not intended as an anti-war book; but, almost unconsciously, I found it becoming one in its implications. This was inevitable when, in diaries or letters written the same day on both sides of the barbed wire on an identical sector of the same battle, I found directly opposing soldiers asking the same question: ‘What’s it all for?’ in English; or the much shorter Wozu? in German. That question we are still asking today, and there is no answer.

The survivors themselves are getting very scarce. A mere bugler-boy who served only in the last weeks of the Great War would be seventy-nine today. Nearly everyone else still alive to tell their tales is well into their eighties or nineties. The vast majority of those millions of men and women who donned uniform for King, Kaiser or President between 1914 and 1918 are now dead, their memories, if they were ever recorded, existing only in letters, diaries, official reports or private memoirs.

But though their written testimony had to be the staple diet of research for a book like this, I had some lucky accidental finds of live reminiscence along the way. There was the octogenarian retired gunner colonel, for example, with whom I had spent dozens of unforgettable evenings fishing in Hampshire, and who suddenly started talking about training the raw American artillerymen of General Pershing’s army in a much less peaceful landscape many summers ago. And I am grateful to another friend, Tyrrel Hawker, for putting all his recollections of the Western Front down on paper for my benefit – especially as the labour was completed despite a stroke which has banned him forever from his beloved river.

On another occasion I went to stay one weekend at a house where one of the other guests happened to be collating the papers of a famous British general of the Second World War. And it further turned out that, in the First World War, that general was the young Lieutenant Colonel who led the decisive Allied breach in the Austro-Hungarian lines in the last fighting on the Italian front. My thanks to old friends, Mr and Mrs James Hill, for putting Major James Nairne in my path; to Major Nairne for introducing me to General Sir Richard O’Connor; and my gratitude to the ninety-two year-old general himself for allowing me to use his private diary of that action and for explaining much about the campaign which had been puzzling. By an odd coincidence, only a few months before, I had been given the private memoirs of an Austrian acquaintance, Count Gerolf Coudenhove-Kalergi who, in October of 1918, had fought almost opposite O’Connor as an officer of the Habsburg monarchy. The fact that both the British general and the Austrian Count died before this book reached the proof stage illustrates what a touch-and-go business it has become to find live contact with those days.

One such contact was, however, not accidental. I have been visiting her regularly at least once a year since 1966, for she is almost certainly the last person still alive today who knew both pre-1914 and wartime Europe from the very top table of the old order. I refer to the former Empress Zita of Austria-Hungary, now in her ninetieth year (though with a memory and vivacity which mock that age). For the last two years of the Great War, she sat with her husband Charles on the throne of their doomed empire and saw its political and military tragedy unfold not merely from the palaces of Vienna but at her husband’s side at Supreme Military Headquarters; in travels round his war-torn empire; and in state visits to his allies. To be able, today, to ask someone what it was like to talk as an equal to the German Kaiser about the prospects for victory or peace, or to have his War Lords, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, at her lunch table, has been a precious and memorable experience.

Yet I have to admit that the search through the written material has never seemed an anti-climax by comparison. So much of it, from both sides of the various fronts, reads as vividly now as the day it was put to paper. The Imperial War Museum in London has a superb collection of these so-called ‘P/E’s or ‘Personal Experiences’, and I must thank its Reading Room staff for their help in sifting the documents and Mr Willis of the Photographic Library for similar help in providing illustrations which, for the most part, avoid those familiar pictures that have been reproduced time and again in so many books.

What is probably the finest collection of First World War material outside the Imperial War Museum is that put together over the years by the part-time labours of one man, Mr Peter Liddle, of the Sunderland Polytechnic. I have drawn on his remarkable archives for much additional material, both documentary and photographic, as the source notes will show. My special thanks are due to an old friend and neighbour, Mrs Jessica Edgar, who first made me aware of Peter Liddle’s existence.

On the continent, I have to thank, amongst others, the staff of the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris for producing some of the more elusive French war diaries and memoirs; the Institut für Zeitungsforschung at Dortmund for copying German newspapers (which are surprisingly rare for the last days of the Empire); and the Heeresarchiv in Vienna (and in particular Dr Peter Broucek) for supplying me with much fascinating and hitherto unpublished material about the defeat and disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian army. Frau Annelise Schulz gave invaluable help in setting all this up.

As already indicated, I knew most of the battlefield areas well enough to organize my own tours, but I would like to express my appreciation to the Israeli authorities for arranging a visit, complete with an Israeli professor of military history as a guide, to the terrain of Allenby’s great victory in Palestine in September – October 1918.

The source notes themselves I have arranged on a page and line reference basis, grouped together all at the end of the book. This method has the great merit of leaving the text itself uncluttered by numerals which, in the case of some chapters, would have run into sixty or more sets of figures.

Finally, a warm thanks to Mrs Clare Guest who, from her house in the North Yorkshire moors, converted my complicated manuscript chapter by chapter in to an impeccable typescript.


Editor’s Note

Duncan Baird

London, 2018

November 1918 is a remarkable book because of the breadth and detail of the author’s research, and his extended reach across all four of the fronts of the Great War, as he describes the last 100 days leading up to the momentous day peace was declared.

What is described very effectively is the interconnectedness of the different theatres of war, the spheres of engagement in both military and political terms, and the realpolitik that prevailed as the empires collapsed and the exhausted countries of Europe attempted to find a basis for peace. Gordon Brook-Shepherd provides a panorama of the whole closing scene and explains how the cross-currents of the war itself threatened, almost to the end, the incoming tide of peace.

The history of the twentieth century was marked out by the way the Great War ended and the manner in which the complexities of the peace were addressed at the Peace Conference in Paris in 1919. We live with the consequences of this today. As Margaret Macmillan wrote in her excellent book The Peacemakers, ‘there are many connections between our world and the one of 1919’. Gordon Brook-Shepherd’s November 1918 is a masterly exercise in defining the significance of this pivotal moment in the sweep of history.

The author’s narrative drive is underpinned by extensive primary research and, in the year of the Centenary of Armistice Day and the end of the Great War, November 1918 is as relevant today as when it was written.


Chapter One

Bombon

At 10.30 a.m. on the morning of 24 July 1918, four Allied generals – two of them French, the third British and the fourth an American, met with their advisers at a château about twenty miles north-east of Paris to ponder how their arch-enemy, imperial Germany, could finally be brought to her knees. The château was called Bombon, a flippant sounding name for such an elegant eighteenth-century stone and red brick building set in such a spacious park, more especially as it now served as the nerve centre of the entire Allied effort on the Western Front. General Ferdinand Foch had moved his own Headquarters there on 5 June and as, two months before that, he had been appointed ‘General-in-Chief of the Allied Armies’, Bombon was the nearest thing to a multinational Supreme Command which the war in France had seen.

Foch who, as Generalissimo, had called the meeting, sat at the head of the table. He was then nearly seventy-seven years old and, at first sight, the high domed forehead, the aquiline nose and the pipe which he sucked incessantly, all gave the impression of an elderly professor; indeed, on his climb up the French military ladder he had served for five years as chief instructor at the École de Guerre.

Two things belied this passive, academic aspect. The first was the swaggering grey moustache, almost handlebar in its facial proportions, with sharply upturned tips he would tug at whenever (which was very often) he wanted to emphasize a point. The second was a pair of blue-grey eyes which, though calm, were extremely penetrating. ‘The man seems to be charged with radium,’ Georges Clemenceau, his Prime Minister, had once said of him, and old Clemenceau, nicknamed ‘The Tiger’, was no layabout himself. Perhaps it was Foch’s native Pyrenean mountains which had imbued him for life with their own blend of granite and strong light. Perhaps that steady inner radiance came from the deep religious faith he owed to his family and the Jesuit colleges of his youth. At all events, it was his serene and unshakeable belief both in the just cause and in its final victory which, more than any other quality, had made him both appointed and accepted as primus inter pares. It was hard to resist a leader who, when things looked their blackest for the Allies during the great German offensive of that spring, had said to a colleague despairing of the outcome: ‘Materially, I don’t see myself how we can win. Morally, I am quite certain we can.’

‘How we can win.’ That was precisely what Foch wanted to examine with his colleagues on that midsummer Wednesday morning, when that German advance on Paris had been checked and even thrust some way back. Was this just a reflex action of the German giant, or was it something more?

Those other three generals were a strange contrast, both with him and with each other. On his right sat General Sir Douglas Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British forces in France ever since December 1915, when he had ousted his discredited and exhausted predecessor, Sir John French, through some determined lobbying in high places. Haig was a thorough professional, like Foch, and he not only shared the Generalissimo’s devoutness but had exalted it, in his own case, to a sense of holy mission. ‘I feel,’ he once said, ‘that every step in my plan has been taken with divine help.’ There, however, the similarities between the two men ended. There was precious little of the intellectual and even less of the Jesuit about Haig’s aspect and makeup. His was the conventionally handsome, rather dashing face of the British cavalry-man (he had, in fact, played polo for England as a young man). His riding boots were as highly polished as his manner and, quite unlike Foch, it was social graces and social connections which had smoothed his way to the top. A close friend of the late King Edward VII, in 1905 he had married, in the Private Chapel of Buckingham Palace, one of Queen Alexandra’s Maids of Honour, the Honourable Dorothy Vivian. That was the era when the social register was also the tabernacle of power and, throughout his career, Douglas Haig had thus been able to help Providence help him. What neither had managed to accomplish so far, despite three and a half years of intense if remote-controlled direction by the British Commander-in-Chief, and the appalling losses, stoically endured, of his troops, was the defeat of Germany in the field.

The other Anglo-Saxon present was the American General John J. Pershing. His country had entered the war only fifteen months before, but his American Expeditionary Force in France, after a hesitant initial buildup, was growing by the time of that Bombon meeting at the staggering rate of a quarter of a million with every month that passed. It was still lacking, however, in everything from guns to coat buttons. An even graver deficiency, despite some recent blooding in frontline action, was battle experience. Pershing, as he had told Haig when the two men had dined quietly together at the Café Foyot in Paris the night before, was very anxious to increase that experience but also very insistent on gaining it with his own independently formed American armies.

In appearance and manner Pershing, though the tallest man there, was the least striking. He had neither the handsome elegance of Haig nor the luminous personality of Foch. His was a rather closed and puritanical face (typically, he had shown himself very keen on ‘keeping our men clean’, i.e. keeping them away from all French licensed houses of prostitution, and the repugnance was as much moral as military). But it was the face of a dedicated and doggedly stubborn man for all that, as his Generalissimo would learn before the summer was out. Like Haig, Pershing was a cavalryman. Like Foch, he was a former lecturer on military science. But unlike either of them he had not so much climbed the top rungs of the military ladder as been shot up them: his country’s dearth of senior officers who had fought anybody anywhere meant that Pershing had jumped overnight from being a junior Major General to a full-blown Commander-in-Chief.

The fourth member of the quartet was General Pétain, the Commander-in-Chief of the French forces in the field. He was moustachioed, like Foch, but that was about the only resemblance between the two Frenchmen. The Generalissimo was a dynamic optimist; his compatriot a stolid sceptic. Foch, for all his formidable intellectual equipment, was a genial manipulator of men. Indeed he saw himself, in his new role, rather as the American Supreme Commander General Eisenhower would see his part in another titanic struggle in France against the same enemy a generation later – the persuader, the co-ordinator, the reconciler who achieved fixed ends by flexible diplomacy. (‘You have to march on ahead,’ Foch told a friend later, ‘have a plan and then apply it. That is the only way to bring the English along with you . . . Instead of arguing with Haig, I never stop telling him how well everything is going before I tell him what we must do next; and then he follows me.’).

Pétain would never have fitted that role. He seemed almost to mistrust humanity, so austere, even frigid, was his manner. Though a formidable military administrator and an ardent patriot, his peasant phlegmatism often led him to drift into such inertia that his own staff had dubbed him ‘the great slug’ (‘le gros ver blanc’) – though they were careful to abbreviate the epithet to its initials, ‘G.V.B.’, in case they were ever overheard. This passivity had always made Pétain cautious as a commander and there were times – as, for example, earlier that year, his urging Clemenceau to abandon the capital – when it seemed to degenerate into defeatism before the awe-inspiring strength of the German military machine. Again, perhaps it was the shadow of things to come – in Pétain’s case, his willingness to head the puppet regime which, from Vichy, administered that part of France Hitler had condescended to leave unoccupied. If Henri Pétain was something of a human enigma in the First World War, the Second transformed him as well into one of Europe’s most prestigious figures of controversy. All this lay distant and undreamt of as he sat at that conference table in Bombon. But even his behaviour there was not without its portents.

Foch’s purpose in calling the meeting was to get his colleagues’ reaction to a paper drawn up by his Chief-of-Staff, Weygand, but reflecting his own views) which, after setting out the steadily growing Allied superiority in men, material and morale, culminated in the sentence: ‘The moment has come to abandon the overall defensive attitude imposed on us up to now by our numerical inferiority and to pass over to the offensive.’ That was stirring stuff in those days of hand-to-hand trench fighting, when every yard of soil lost or gained was gradually another yard of France drenched in blood. Yet the detailed proposals which followed were still framed in the barbed wire of static warfare. Foch was suggesting nothing more than the freeing of three key railway lines as the pre-condition for launching, perhaps in the autumn, ‘a substantial attack, calculated to build up our advantage and deny any respite to the enemy’. Yet, according to Foch, after Weygand had finished reading out the memorandum, all three Commanders-in-Chief looked at him ‘as though he were a madman’. And when he went round the table to get first reactions these (again according to his own colourful account) were the replies he was given:

From General Haig: ‘The British army was completely disrupted by the events of March and April and is still a long way from being restored.’

From General Pershing: ‘The American army asks for nothing better than to fight; but it has not yet been properly formed.’

And, most depressing of all, from General Pétain: ‘The French army has gone through the severest ordeals during four years of war. It is now worn out and bled white.’

Foch may well have been exaggerating Haig’s reaction. Yet it remained true that his British armies, battered though they may have been, were still the only Allied forces with both the experience and the will for renewed early action. The Americans had too little of the former, the French too little of the latter.1

As things turned out, all three Commanders-in-Chief soon accepted the Foch – Weygand plan. In Pétain’s case acceptance was as characteristic as the initial protest. Might it not be still better, he suggested, to strike in the Lys Valley and around St Mihiel? The first of these alternative targets of his lay in the British sector; the second was in the American.

Yet the whole of this historic two hour meeting at Bombon – including the degree of Foch’s optimism as well as the depths of Pétain’s pessimism – were typical of the mould of the war and the mood of that day. Those four men and their advisers formed the brains trust as well as the command platform of the Allied military machine and they were planning in terms of a major attack in the autumn with victory (as Foch had just written to Clemenceau) lying somewhere, and perhaps some long way, around the corner of the year. As things turned out, the German colossus, abandoned by all its partners, was not merely down on its knees before that autumn was over, but flat on its back, and the empire which it served destroyed for ever.

In July of 1914 the political leaders had stumbled backwards into war. In July of 1918, the military leaders were stumbling backwards out of it.


Chapter Two

Anniversaries

A week after that Bombon meeting, the same mood of groping defiance was felt everywhere on the political fronts when the fifth year of fighting began. As the exact anniversary came round in turn to the warring capitals, the rulers of Europe drew up balance sheets and proclamations to urge their exhausted peoples forward. ‘Four lagging winters and four lagging springs end in a word,’ Shakespeare had written, as though of that moment. In the first week of August 1918 the word, it seemed, was deadlock.

On the key Western Front the last great German offensive of the war, the so-called ‘Emperor’s Battle’, had been decisively repulsed. It had been launched four months before, when a hundred and ninety-two German divisions were thrown in against the hundred and sixty-nine of the combined Allied strengths.2 The plan – whose aim was to smash the four armies of the British Expeditionary Force and drive them back into the sea as a preliminary to storming the River Marne and marching on Paris – cost the Germans nearly one million casualties. Even that staggering price had brought but fleeting rewards. By the last week of July Allied counter-attacks were slicing into the huge bulge the Germans had driven in their enemy’s front. The ‘Emperor’s Battle’ had carried German troops to within forty miles of the French capital, only to have them retreat again.

It was on 31 July that the soldiers of Crown Prince Rupprecht’s Army Group, driven back from the Marne, were also ousted from the valley of the River Ourcq. Then, in the first days of August, they had scrambled back behind the next two natural defence lines to the north, the Rivers Vesle and Aisne. There, posted in strong positions, they stopped, incapable now of breaking their enemy, but also, to all appearances, still incapable of being broken themselves. Indeed, it looked as though the fighting in France might now return to that all-too-familiar world of muddy trenches, festooned with barbed wire, sown with mines, blasted by barrages and ruled, as far as anything could dominate that inferno, by artillery and the machine gun.

It was a dispiriting thought to take into the fifth year of the war. A German artillery man, writing home from Sailly in France as his comrades at the front started digging in once more, summed up the mood:

‘Peace just will not come, and we must brace ourselves for static warfare again. So one year follows another and we still have to put body and soul into playing the soldier.’

Nor was there more promise from those secondary fronts where the so-called Western Entente (helped by its Italian, Greek and Serbian partners) confronted Germany’s three allies – the shaky empires of Austria-Hungary and Turkey and the little Balkan kingdom of Bulgaria. Along the valley of the Piave in Italy; up on the mountain ridges of Macedonia; and across the deserts of the Near East there hung the same air of stalemate, with no hint of the explosions soon to come.

Yet, though neither antagonist could overthrow the other there was, by now, a difference in their grips. That last thrust of the ‘Emperor’s Battle’ could only have been mounted in such desperate force because the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 had knocked Tsarist Russia out of the war, releasing more than fifty German divisions for transfer from the Eastern Front to France. Its failure was the failure of a giant whose sinews had already reached maximum strength. But in the global scales of power, the counter-weight to the collapse of imperial Russia in the spring of 1917 had been America’s entry into the war alongside Britain, France and Italy. More than a year passed before this new ally could begin to play any meaningful role on the ground. Then, in the summer of 1918, a handful of American divisions fought in their first offensive battles by helping to drive the German army backwards from the Marne. Among the flood of statistics, many of them doctored, that were released then, one of the truest, and certainly one of the most significant, was the announcement that General Pershing, the American Commander-in-Chief, now had one million of his countrymen in uniform and under his command in France. Compared with the static strength of the Germans, the hold which the Entente powers had on their enemy was now steadily increasing.

That underlying shift of pressure – sensed as yet rather than felt – was reflected even in the official postures struck by the two sides during the anniversary week. It fell to Germany, whose declaration of war on Tsarist Russia on 1 August 1914 had marked the beginning of hostilities, to lead the way.

The Emperor William, who had given his blessing and his name to the spring offensive, marked the day with two proclamations, one to the German people and the other to his armed forces. They were resonant, as befitted both the occasion and a sovereign much given to bombast and rhetoric. Yet the ringing tones had a hollow, uncertain echo. This was his message to the nation at large:

‘The fifth year of the war, which dawns today, will not spare the German people from further sacrifices and trials. But whatever may lie ahead, we know that the worst lies behind us. What has already been achieved in the East by our feats of arms and secured by peace treaties, and what is being consummated in the West gives us the firm conviction that Germany will emerge, full of strength and energy, from this tempest which has uprooted so many powerful trees.’

After reproaching his enemies for rebuffing all Germany’s peace overtures; for ‘shamelessly besmirching the pure German name with repeated calumnies’; and for demanding Germany’s total destruction, the Emperor ended:

‘Therefore we must fight and labour on, until our enemies are ready to recognize our right to live, the right we have triumphantly defended and maintained against their overpowering onslaught. May God be with us!’

There was more defiance than confidence in those words. The same blend appeared in the parallel message which the Supreme War Lord addressed on that first day of August 1918 to his army and navy. No more talk here, as in earlier years, of Germany’s invincible strength, but rather of her unbreakable will; no more talk of conquest, but only of beating off the enemy’s resolve to destroy. The strategic repulse just suffered in the West could hardly be left out altogether in a message to the Emperor’s soldiers, so it was glossed over thus:

‘You stand in the midst of the heaviest fighting. But, as before, the desperate exertions of the foe will be nullified by your bravery. Of that I remain convinced, and so does the entire Fatherland. We are not scared by American armies, for it is not numerical superiority but the spirit which is decisive. The history of Prussia and Germany teaches us that; and so does the course the campaign has taken up to now.’

Like the national proclamation, this one too ended with a call for God’s help. Other appeals went out at the time to the shades of Germany’s great heroes of the past, just in case the Almighty might not prove accommodating, or even equal to the task.

‘German people, go into your church and pray that your Kaiser may be given strength to wake our Bismarck from the dead, and bring back this Hercules to purge Germany’s Augean stables, slay the Hydra of dissension and save his people from faint-heartedness, treachery and ruin,’ ran one such invocation.

Indeed, the moment seemed right for the memory of any German feat of arms to be recalled, no matter in what context. The Director of the Berlin University Eye Clinic, for example, announced on that sombre fourth anniversary of war that he had just discovered the pear-shaped eyeglass Napoleon had worn on the battlefield of Waterloo – where, as every German knew, Prussian troops had helped the English to crush the mighty Corsican. Technical descriptions of the instrument followed, wish the conclusion that when he was finally toppled, that greatest of military giants had been ‘not too short-sighted’.

The Kaiser’s Germany had, of course, its two living legends: the Army Chief-of-Staff, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, and his nominal subordinate but effective controller, the First Quartermaster General, General Erich Ludendorff. They were the men who, four years before, had muddled their way to a historic victory over the Russians in East Prussia. It mattered not that the triumph had been a flukey affair, a wound that the Russians had largely inflicted upon themselves with almost every military bungle of intelligence, command and organization in the textbook. Decisive for their legend was the name of the town deliberately chosen to foster it. Tannenberg had been the scene of the great defeat which the Teutonic Knights had suffered at Slav hands in 1410. The warriors who had wiped out that shame at last were, surely, predestined to lead their people to victory in this other massive conflict being waged five centuries later. It was unfortunate for the German nation that, in outward appearances at least, the two generals now gave every sign of sharing that conviction.

On the threshold of the new year of war, they gave a special press interview at Spa, the pleasant little Belgian watering place where, in the spring, the German High Command had placed its new headquarters. The failure of the four-month-old Marne offensive, and the German retreat across successive river lines to the north, inevitably dominated proceedings. Hindenburg’s bland explanation culminated in the following:

‘I have a duty to economize in losses and that is why I have transferred the battle to a terrain which favours us better.’

Ludendorff began with a show of frankness, but ended on the same note of deception:

‘This time our strategic plan of attack did not succeed . . . all we achieved was a tactical success. But we fight on French soil and, however painful it would have been to surrender even one village of our own homeland, we have enemy territory enough to spare. What we have given over to the enemy has been done according to plan.’

‘According to plan’! The bland, familiar lie of a thousand communiquée, once pronounced again by those demi gods, was taken up and elaborated upon by almost every military commentator in the capitals of the four Central Powers. Thus General Ardenne, writing later that week in the Düsseldorfer Nachrichten, assured his readers that ‘the German ebb will soon be followed by the flood’. His well known colleague, Captain Salzmann, even went one better than Ludendorff when he maintained, in the Vossische Zeitung: ‘During the past few weeks the German leadership has shown complete strategic superiority.’ A newspaper office on the other side of the lines made a pungent comment on that refusal to face the underlying facts, a refusal which would inflict deep psychological damage on the German people. The Paris Figaro commented:

‘The Germans, who cover themselves with shame when they are winning, cover themselves with ridicule when they are losing. We do not ask for more!’

But however much the German High Command might lull the nation with a sense of false security about happenings on the battlefield, there were two other areas where, as the fifth year of the war began, shortcomings could not be talked away, nor fears stilled. The first was the elemental business of getting enough food to eat: since the terrible winter of 1917–18 the years of Allied naval blockade had produced not merely tightened belts and rumbling stomachs among the German people but widespread malnutrition and even semi-starvation. Ominously, all the defiance uttered over the August anniversary period had coincided with furious rows between Berlin and the provincial centres of the empire because the Prussian capital had just alloted its citizens 250 grams (8 oz.) of meat per week per head, instead of the national level of 200 grams. Saxony joined Bavaria in the loudest howls of indignation, thus showing once again that, quite apart from the immediate quarrel over food distribution, the longstanding hostility of these southern Catholic kingdoms annexed by Bismarck had not melted, even in the furnace of war. The agitation reached such proportions that the Bavarian Minister of the Interior, Herr von Brettreich, felt bound to call the local press to order for cheapening Germany’s dignity abroad.

‘This shouting about a wretched fifty grams of meat a week has a repugnant and humiliating effect, giving the impression that the tribes of Germany are fighting like dogs over a bone for the scraps of food left in the country.’

He was not far wrong, especially as regards the ‘tribes’. The second menace, beginning to envelop the nation like a slow rising fog, was Germany’s steadily increasing isolation in the world. The only military voice to express this at the time was not Hindenburg’s or Ludendorff’s but that of a retired Prussian infantry general called Wilhelm von Blume. Drawing a balance between the growing numbers of the Entente camp and the unchanged block of the four Central Powers after four years of war, he wrote:

‘We must face the fact that since the beginning of last year, the United States of North America and, following in their wake, China, Panama, Cuba, Liberia, Siam, Guatemala and Costa Rica had joined themselves to the coalition of our enemies; in addition, Brazil and eight other South American states . . . have declared their hostility towards us by breaking off diplomatic relations. This means that, out of 1,565 millions who currently inhabit this earth, more than 1,000 millions stand against us – compared with the 170 millions of our own four nation alliance.’

Nor did things look much brighter among the countries who had still not declared themselves. On the same day, 2 August 1918, that von Blume’s sobering arithmetic appeared in the press Prince Max of Baden (who, as yet quite unbeknown to him, was soon to preside over the final act of the German drama) wrote, in a deeply pessimistic coded letter to a friend, of ‘complete helplessness against the growing hostility towards us in the neutral countries’.

The same General von Blume probably brought little consolation to his readers when, echoing Ludendorff’s line at Spa two days before, he totted up the foreign territory which the Germans and their allies still held (‘almost the whole of Belgium; Serbia and Montenegro; large areas around Venice and almost one sixth of France which, like Belgium, has been in our possession for three and a half years without a break’). And Berlin’s military propaganda office, the Buro Wolff, made itself somewhat ridiculous by announcing, in an attempt to cheer people up, the total of war material captured and the numbers of enemy persons held on the fourth anniversary (‘over 3,800,000, of whom about 2,300,000 are in Germany alone’). To a people conditioned by years of earlier propaganda to dread the threat of Einkreisung or ‘Encirclement’, it was
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