

[image: ]




[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF

Copyright © 2009 by William Philpott

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

www.aaknopf.com

Originally published in Great Britain in different form as Bloody Victory: The Sacrifice on the Somme and the Making of the Twentieth Century: The Battle, the Myth, the Legacy by Little, Brown, an imprint of Little, Brown Book Group, London, in 2009.

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Philpott, William James.
Three armies on the Somme : the first battle of the twentieth century / by William Philpott.
p. cm.
“A Borzoi book” — T.p. verso.
eISBN: 978-0-307-59372-6
1. Somme, 1st Battle of the, France, 1916.
2. Great Britain. Army—History—World War, 1914–1918.
3. France. Armée—History—World War, 1914–1918.
4. Germany. Heer—History—World War, 1914–1918. I. Title.
D545.S7P495 2010
940.4'272 — dc22            2010004070

First United States Edition

v3.1





Dedicated to the memory of my grandfather
Sergeant James Erswell Philpott MM
and his daughters,
Joan Ella and Jean Gladys





Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

List of Maps

Acknowledgements



Engagement

1 Three Armies

2 The Strategic Labyrinth

3 Planning the Attritional Battle

4 Preparing the Big Push

5 “Varying Fortune”: 1 July 1916

6 Exploitation

7 The Battle of Attrition: August 1916

8 Behind the Lines

9 The Tipping Point: September 1916

10 Muddy Stalemate: October–December 1916

11 “Victory Inclining to Us”

12 Remobilisation

13 Decision in Picardy: 1918

14 Aftermath and Memory

Reflection


Appendix: A Note on Military Organisation, 1914–1918

Notes

Notes on Sources and Further Reading

A Note About the Author






Maps

The War in Picardy, 1914–1918

Changing Plans for the Somme Offensive, February–June 1916

1 July 1916

The Capture of the Flaucourt Plateau, July 1916

Fourth Army’s Operations, July–16 November 1916

Sixth Army’s Advance North of the River, July–November 1916

Reserve (Fifth) Army’s Operations, July–November 1916

The Somme Offensive: Overview

The 1918 Fighting in Picardy


Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the following individuals and institutions for permission to quote and cite material in their possession, or for which they hold the copyright: Her Majesty the Queen and the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office; the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland; the Trustees of the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, King’s College London; the Trustees of the Imperial War Museum; the Master and Fellows of Churchill College, Cambridge; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; the Bonham Carter Trustees; the Councillors of the Army Records Society; the Cheshire Military Museum; the National Library of Australia, Canberra; the Australian War Memorial, Canberra; the State Library of New South Wales, Sydney; Archives and Special Collections, Queen Elizabeth II Library, Memorial University, Newfoundland; the Archives de l’armée de terre, Service historique de la défense, Vincennes; the Archives départementales de la Somme, Amiens; the Historial de la Grande Guerre, Péronne; Earl Haig; Lord Esher; Mr. M. A. F. Rawlinson. Finally I would like to thank Pen and Sword publishers for permission to quote from Jack Sheldon’s excellent anthology of German combatants’ writings, The German Army on the Somme, 1914–1916.

I also owe many personal and professional debts to those who have provided practical assistance and support during the writing of this book. Its preparation and publication have been greatly assisted by many individuals. Of these I would in particular like to thank Charlie Viney, my agent; Andrew Miller, my editor at Knopf; Maria Massey, production editor at Knopf; John Gilkes, who prepared the maps; and Philip Parr, who meticulously copyedited the manuscript.

Research for this book in France was supported by a small personal research grant from the British Academy. At the Archives de l’armée de terre, Vincennes, Colonel Frédéric Guelton and Lieutenant-Colonel Rémy Porte and their colleagues provided invaluable assistance and guidance. Laurent Henninger and his colleagues at the Centre d’études d’histoire de la défense offered a warm reception and valuable facilities while I was in Vincennes. Christopher Goscha provided a comfortable home away from home in Vincennes. The Australian government’s Bicentennial Fellowships fund supported research in the Australian War Memorial, Canberra. Dr. Peter Stanley and his colleagues at the Memorial’s research centre were welcoming and hospitable to the Pom who appeared in their midst. Professor Carl Bridge of the Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, King’s College London, offered help and advice before, during and after that fellowship. The Arts and Humanities Research Council funded a term of research leave to enable me to finish the manuscript.

Over the years my research students, as well as undergraduate and postgraduate classes, in the Department of War Studies, King’s College London, have been a constant source of stimulation and inspiration in understanding the complexities of the First World War. In particular the members of the “Coal Hole Club” military operations study group have provided a lively and sociable forum in which to refine my understanding of the dynamics of the Great War battlefield. They will see where their insights, sadly unattributable, have informed and improved this work. Similarly, my colleagues in the Department of War Studies have been helpful and supportive during the writing of this book. While it is invidious to single out individuals, nevertheless my successive Heads of Department, Professor Brian Holden Reid and Professor Mervyn Frost, must be thanked for supporting my periods of research leave without which this book might never have been finished. Similarly, Professor James Gow and Professor Theo Farrell gave valuable advice on my applications for funding which assisted the writing of this book. Over the years the Institute of Historical Research’s Military History research seminar has been a lively forum for debate, and I thank Professor Brian Bond and its members for their friendship, and for hearing me out and offering professional insights on the occasions when I spoke on aspects of my ongoing research. The membership of the British Commission for Military History have also been stimulating, interested and patient in equal measure over the many years in which I have been obsessing about the Somme, to the point of letting me guide them over the less remembered corners of the battlefield. Professors Hew Strachan, Martin Alexander, David French and John Gooch have always been wise friends, as well as strong supporters of this research project.

Family and friends too, if not possessing the expertise of colleagues and students, still demonstrated interest and patience while this lengthy project was completed. Many have been helpful or supportive along the way; a few deserve individual mention. Above all, my parents, my sisters and their families (who I will not name, since they know who they are); Professor Michael Neiberg, who read and provided insightful comments on the manuscript in draft; Sophy Kershaw, who read the manuscript in draft with a professional and personal eye, and was always supportive while the book rolled ever onwards (and remembering her grandfather Second-Lieutenant Raymond Kershaw MC, 2nd Battalion Australian Machine Gun Corps, wounded in the Battle of Hamel, 4 July 1918); Richard Kershaw and Jann Parry, who shared an author’s ups and downs; the late Venetia Murray, who gave valuable advice on the ins and outs of the publishing trade when this project was in its infancy; Matthew and Carol Cragoe, my writing companions and hospitable friends; Rachel Mustalish, who looked after me in New York; Sian Evans, who kept me company in Paris; Jeremy Hughes, for his research assistance; Genevieve Ford-Saville, for our musings over one too many pints; Charlie, Sarah, Eleanor and Hebe Robinson, Kate and John Madin, welcoming friends always.

And finally, thank you to Elizabeth Greenhalgh: without her provocation, this book might never have been written.



[image: ]




Engagement

ON 1 JULY 1916, AT precisely 07:28, a series of huge explosions tore open the ground around the small French hamlet of La Boisselle. A company of the 10th Battalion the Lincolnshire Regiment (the “Grimsby Chums”) dashed from the British front line, outpacing men from the German 110 Reserveinfanterieregiment (RIR) to seize the newly blown Lochnagar mine crater. All along the front the deadly race was repeated, as thousands of British and French infantry rose in a long surging line, and German machine-gunners hastened to their weapons. The winners might live to see a different world.

“The Last Post” is sounded at Lochnagar Crater every 1 July, although nowadays there are no longer veterans among the mourners. Nevertheless they will not fade away. Dutifully each year their children, and after them their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, will gather at that sacred shell-hole to honour the memory of those who fought—and those who died—in Britain’s greatest battle. Elsewhere small parties of French and Germans, Australians, Canadians and South Africans, pay their respects, as the Battles of the Somme pass from experience, through memory, into history.

THE RIVER SOMME, which meanders across north-west France, bisecting the rolling uplands of Picardy, has lent its name to four battles. The first encounter was in September and October 1914. The second and greatest—the Battle of the Somme—lasted for four and a half months, from June to November 1916. The third took place in March 1918; the fourth in August 1918. Even today, the mention of this quiet river evokes deep atavistic sentiments: pride, anger, anguish, grief. The 1916 battle scarred the British national psyche in particular: up to that point Britain had had no Verdun, the “Meuse mill” which ground up the French army in early 1916, or Langemarck, the German army’s Kindermord sacrifice of her eager young volunteers in autumn 1914. Yet the reasons for that scar, and the true nature of the historical phenomenon which inflicted it, are little understood. The 1916 Somme campaign was a struggle of three armies, and three empires. Each left its young men and their memorials in that patch of Picardy downland, now lush, quiet and mournful. On the hills opposite Albert, the British army made its longest and greatest sacrifice in the allied cause. Astride the river to the south their French allies were fighting their own gruelling battle, closely integrated with British operations but all but forgotten by posterity. To the east the German army fought its prolonged defensive Battle of the Somme, more bloody and morale-sapping than the Anglo-French offensive, yet rarely acknowledged or recounted.

In the summer of 1916 Walter Page, the American ambassador in London, noted that “war has come to be the normal state of life.”1 The world had paused as three great empires, championed by their armies, staked their futures in a single great battle. The scale of the Somme was immense, a global event impacting on the lives of everyone in Western Europe and resonating beyond European shores. Millions of Frenchmen, Germans and Britons, and many thousands of colonial volunteers and conscripts—Australians, New Zealanders, Canadians, South Africans, Moroccans, Algerians and West Africans—converged on that corner of a foreign field from twenty-five nations, all five continents.2 It was no small corner: from north to south the battlefield stretches some forty miles, from east to west twenty: as large as London south of the Thames. Most went willingly, believing in the cause: the liberation of the invaded patrie; the defence or aggrandisement of a besieged empire; the crushing of rampant militarism; the forging of a national identity. Above all, honour and duty—loyalty to one’s country, to one’s army, to one’s comrades—motivated the combatants. Three imperial superpowers found themselves enmeshed in a new kind of struggle, to the death: “a total war for the preservation of the nation” as General Ludendorff was to call it. The centrepiece of this industrial war was an industrial battle in which population, economy, industry and imagination all strained to sustain a battle longer and more intense than any fought before. Back at home, anxious families waited for news; a letter from a son, brother, husband or father, or the much-feared official telegram. Munitions workers toiled to feed the guns and farmers harvested to feed the men. Journalists reported, writers commented, poets rhymed and artists painted. Having committed their armies and nations to the field, political leaders of the three struggling empires were rapt, their credibility and authority on trial. Their rivals, of left and right, sought advantage from each turn of events. Allies watched their brothers-in-arms with interest and anxiety, their own nation’s cause inextricably tied up with that being disputed in Picardy. Neutrals monitored world-changing events, judging and rejudging their position in the global struggle. Would the Battle of the Somme end the war? If so, what would be the peace? What if the war continued? Armageddon and Judgement Day seemed one.

As the summer drew on casualty lists lengthened; all, it appeared, for a few square miles of insignificant French countryside. The combatants knew that much more was at stake than mere ground and human life: honour; reputation; culture; tradition; the future. It must be victory, or extinction. Fighting for one meant change for all, as on the Somme the old familiar world perished and a new uncertain world emerged. As German veteran Ernst Jünger attested: “Chivalry here took a final farewell … The Europe of today appeared here for the first time on the field of battle.”3

It is this 1916 battle which has left its mark on our collective psyche, but the Somme experience reaches much further. As well as the several million men who actually fought on the Somme—not just in 1916, but in 1914, 1915, 1917, and 1918—millions more then and later lived their experience vicariously, through newspapers and films, poetry and paintings, memoirs, plays, novels and histories. Many thousands took their experience with them to the neatly tended graves or unmarked plots they occupy to this day. Others survived yet left no record. Many, however, lived to tell their tales; soldiers’ tales. In the war-of-words which follows any battle, official despatches from the commanders-in-chief sought to explain and justify their actions. Diaries, memoirs and letters of those who had fought proliferated. A few became celebrated classics: most are long-forgotten.

One memoir in particular constructed the Somme of popular memory. Winston Churchill, who lived by the pen as well as the sword, found the former an effective weapon in the so-called battle of the memoirs which followed the war. Although Churchill’s career subsequently prospered, when writing The World Crisis, his memoir-history of the First World War, the former First Lord of the Admiralty was defending his own far from unblemished war record.4 He shared responsibility for the ill-planned and badly executed Dardanelles campaign, which forced his resignation from the Cabinet in November 1915, after which he spent eighteen months out of office, in the trenches and on the backbenches. In 1916 he had been restless and critical, observing a war which apparently was not being won and looking for reasons and scapegoats, and his egocentric memoir revisited these wartime gripes. He had the unique perspective of someone who had both served at the front and moved in the highest political circles. Yet, like many of his contemporaries, he was too caught up in events to appreciate the bigger picture; too preoccupied with his own part in affairs to consider the roles of others. As he wrote to his wife while he worked on the first volume of his history: “It is a great chance to put my case in an agreeable form to an attentive audience.”5

Published in 1927, Churchill’s account of the Battle of the Somme in The World Crisis was to manufacture one of Britain’s great historical myths. Ironically, the man whose account of the Somme has proved most influential had little to do with it. Churchill enjoyed the luxury of dissociation: he was not at the front and he had no ministerial responsibility. A troublemaking and under-employed backbench MP in 1916, he watched and judged. His critique of the genesis and conduct of the battle is founded on his own strongly expressed opinion, at the end of the battle’s first month, that the British army’s casualties were significantly higher than the enemy’s.6 Then his objection was ignored: the offensive was just getting into its stride. Yet Churchill remained too involved ever to rethink or revise this highly specific contemporary critique, which in The World Crisis is subsumed into a general narrative of what were to become familiar clichés, the product of a self-absorbed refusal to investigate the bigger picture: unimaginative and callous generals; ill-planned and futile offensive operations; high and unnecessary casualties; atrocious battlefield conditions; technophobic cavalrymen failing to appreciate the potential of new war-winning weapons, notably the tank. Churchill thus set the agenda for subsequent generations’ perception of the Battle of the Somme, and the war of which it was the defining and pivotal event.

Written in Churchill’s lucid and compelling prose, they proved popular accusations. The first printing of volume one of The World Crisis instantly sold ten thousand copies; the whole six-volume series (the third volume of which covered the Somme) sold more than a million copies in total.7 Serialisation in The Times disseminated Churchill’s message among the general public, and syndication in Europe and the empire reached the wider world. Cheaper, abridged, popular editions of The World Crisis, first published in the 1930s, reprinted in the 1960s on the fiftieth anniversary of the war, and most recently in 2007, kept Churchill’s impression current. Here was a soldier, statesman and wordsmith who apparently could make sense of a conflict which defied understanding: who could explain the reasons why so many had died, and seemed to know who should be held responsible. Yet even on publication Churchill’s words provoked concern, and they have stood up poorly to subsequent scholarly analysis. “The very attractiveness of Mr. Churchill’s writing of itself constitutes a danger; for the layman may well be led to accept facile phrase and seductive argument for hard fact and sober reasoning,” Lord Sydenham commented in introducing a collection of early criticisms of The World Crisis,8 and in a later scholarly critique Robin Prior concluded that Churchill’s best-selling account of the war was “to shape the popular historical memory of the recent past in its own image.”9 Indeed, Churchill’s widely read nostrums and cavils have become the familiar staples of First World War literature, recycled again and again to a credulous public. Perhaps they reach their apogee in the influential work of A. J. P. Taylor, the pacifist historian whose scathing narrative of the war has dominated popular consciousness for over forty years.10

Churchill did not understand the First World War, or the central place of the Somme within it. As Gary Sheffield recently commented, Churchill’s analysis of the Somme “combines a blithe disregard for what was possible in 1916 with an astonishing lack of understanding of the realities of combat on the Western Front.”11 Churchill showed no appreciation of the military skill, strength of purpose and moral courage required to fight and win such a battle and such a war: a battle and war of attrition. Although he could explain his own role and attitude well enough, as Sydenham recognised, “in accordance with the views he consistently holds,” he was unable to admit that the Somme, a key element of a coherent whole, in fact came close to success.12 More apposite was Lord Esher’s post-war verdict, that “the battle of the Somme settled the inevitable issue of the War.”13 The British Empire committed its keen volunteer citizen armies to this three-nation encounter. France contributed the military expertise of her much-battered army. The German army offered resistance almost to the end of its resources and moral strength. Three empires engaged with and suffered through this blood-sacrifice, and its long, tragic denouement. It is wrong and morally reprehensible to dismiss this human phenomenon on the grandest scale as a futile engagement in a futile conflict, as so many do.

·   ·   ·

TO APPRECIATE THE true nature of the Somme the battle must be viewed through the eyes of those who fought and observed. Even before the guns had fallen silent Britain’s official battle chronicler and future poet laureate John Masefield had begun work on The Old Front Line, the first of many guides to the battlefield “from which the driving back of the enemy began.” As he surveyed the British front of 1 July 1916 he felt that the war and the world were turning:


The old front line was the base from which the battle proceeded. It was the starting-place. The thing began there. It was the biggest battle in which our people were ever engaged, and so far it has led to bigger results than any battle of this war since the battle of the Marne. It caused a great falling back of the enemy armies. It freed a great tract of France, seventy miles long, from ten to twenty-five miles broad. It first gave the enemy the knowledge that he was beaten.14



Some sixty years later, as children and grandchildren rediscovered their forefathers’ fire-trench or resting-place along the old front line, Colonel Howard Green made clear, in the introduction to the 1972 reprint of Masefield’s work, how the world had indeed turned: “For the men who fought there, and the nations they fought for, it was never the same after the Somme. The songs, the writing, the poetry, became cynical, after the Somme.”15 Such war-induced cynicism has masked the true character of the Somme ever since.

As time moved on and events receded the weight of history accumulated. Historians assessed and judged these writings and recollections. Generals’ reputations were made, lost and made again, and ordinary soldiers’ stoic heroism gleamed ever more brightly from the greying mud. Military histories—official, scholarly, popular or sensational—sought to recount and critique the battle. One former subaltern in particular, Basil Liddell Hart, made his judgement on history and imposed his opinion on posterity. The most influential British military writer of the inter-war years had fought on the Somme before gas had cut short his front-line service. While recuperating he drafted a eulogy for the high command. Later, invalided out of the army and disillusioned with its superior officers, he turned his productive pen to a critique of the army’s failings in the Great War, and of Britain’s continental strategy in general, as a salutary example for the future. In particular, his history, The Real War, laid out many of the charges for the trial-by-literature of the British commander-in-chief, Sir Douglas Haig, and his subordinates, which continues to this day.16 In this tone, Liddell Hart set the agenda for subsequent scholarship. As well as such historical assessments, the Battle of the Somme left a rich artistic legacy. Serving poets, official war artists, demobbed novelists, unborn writers wove a literary and cultural memory that obscured as much as illuminated the battle and the war of which it was a part.17 Gradually, inexorably, the battle passed from personal memory to popular myth, both a paradigm and a cliché of the Great War.

Why should this morass be churned up once again? Despite the Somme’s notoriety, we have only a partial picture of the battle, and a rudimentary understanding of its true nature, impact and legacy. Taking their cue from Churchill and Liddell Hart, English-language accounts focus narrowly on the military operations themselves, and in particular on key events and themes: the disastrous first day; the deficiencies of high command; the bravery of the ordinary soldier; the use or misuse of the tank. Fundamentally they dwell on the British Empire’s experience, and the role of ally and enemy alike receive scant recognition. In the clutch of new (if hardly novel) battle narratives which appeared to mark the ninetieth anniversary of the Somme, the prevailing paradigm went unchallenged: even the most scrupulous accepted that “as a result of France’s grievous loss at Verdun … the predominant force undertaking the offensive would now be the British army (with the French as a lesser contributor), and the commander chiefly responsible for directing the operation would be not Joffre but Haig.”18 Nowadays Britain’s Somme is remembered as a national tragedy: “the glory and the graveyard of Kitchener’s Army” as Liddell Hart dubbed his massacre of the innocents.19

Yet the Somme can feign none of the heroic tragedy of Gallipoli or Dunkirk, for the Somme was a victory, if an unappreciated one. As the old battleground was trodden once again for its ninetieth anniversary, the long-standing controversies showed no signs of abating: “Raw emotive sentiments and folk myths [vie] with the academic assessments of military historians,” Peter Hart acknowledged. “There is no doubt that the Somme was a tragedy and the massed slaughter and endless suffering it epitomises cannot simply be brushed aside by the justification of cold blooded military necessity.”20 Is the root cause of this incongruity that this victory was won at too high a cost? In an industrial war just such an attritional campaign would have to be fought, and won, at some point and at some time. Casualties were expected to be high in the largest single battle fought by British arms in any war to date. The most quoted (and misquoted) statistic of British military history is that of the casualties of the first day of the Somme. There were 57,470 casualties of whom 19,240 were killed or died of wounds:21 “the greatest loss and slaughter sustained in a single day in the whole history of the British Army” Churchill bluntly recorded.22 They were excessively high on this particular day because an inexperienced and partially trained force went “over the top” with deficient artillery support and overambitious objectives. From this first-day setback the army learned a harsh but valuable lesson. Over the ensuing 140 days of battle tactical methods improved and losses diminished in proportion. In comparison with the ferocious single-day engagements of pre-industrial wars, where 30 per cent of an army might be left killed and maimed on the field, the Somme is unremarkable.23 After the first day it was just another battle, albeit a continuous one: a campaign, in fact; the longest and the costliest of the war, with twelve major component engagements designated by Britain’s official battlefield nomenclature committee, and innumerable smaller skirmishes. Moreover, as the French historian Pierre Miquel has acknowledged, this unprecedented loss of life was a “consensual sacrifice,”24 something very hard to comprehend ninety years later in a casualty-averse age, in which individual battlefield losses are newsworthy events. In Tender Is the Night F. Scott Fitzgerald had his characters visit the site of their great battle, as so many others would do in the 1920s and 1930s. “See that little stream,” one remarked:


We could walk to it in two minutes. It took the British a month to walk to it—a whole empire walking very slowly, dying in front and pushing forward behind. And another empire walked very slowly backwards a few inches a day, leaving the dead like a million bloody rugs … This took religion and years of plenty and tremendous sureties and the exact relation that existed between the classes.25



In the second decade of the twentieth century nations accepted, understood and even welcomed such a blood sacrifice, for a cause and to a greater, noble, purpose.

The Somme was not simply a British campaign. Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Canada and Newfoundland all left their young men and their memorials on the battlefield, stone testaments to imperial cohesion standing alongside English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish monuments. Committed after all hope of surprise had gone, the Newfoundland Regiment was cut to pieces at Beaumont Hamel on 1 July. The South African Brigade was destroyed in holding Delville Wood against repeated enemy counter-attacks. In six weeks at Pozières the Australian Imperial Force sustained 23,000 casualties, as many as in their eight-month stay at Gallipoli.26 Such heroic sacrifices forged national myths.

Two other armies fought on the Somme. To understand the battle it is essential to consider the French and German roles and experiences alongside those of the British. The Somme was an Anglo-French offensive, carried out by French as well as British troops in roughly equal numbers, directed overall by Frenchmen, and one element of a broader allied grand strategy in which Russians and Italians also played their parts. This goes some way to explaining the location and duration of the battle. French casualties number around two hundred thousand: nearly half of the British figure, and deserving of more than a paragraph or two in the history books. Coming on top of those at Verdun, they were hard to accept with so little obvious reward, and consequently this further sacrifice is now all but forgotten in France, subsumed in the greater hecatomb of 1916. For France the Somme was not a novelty, merely a disappointment. The offensive was conceived as a deliverance: from the bloodletting that France had endured at Verdun since February; from nearly two years of German occupation of her northern départements. In planning and preparing the 1916 campaign General Joseph Joffre, France’s commander-in-chief and de facto allied generalissimo, had envisaged a massive assault which would rupture the German trench line and drive the enemy from occupied France. Politicians and public were promised decisive victory after two years of sacrifice. It was a promise that Joffre could not keep. As the 1916 campaign developed, he came to realise that such a decision was impossible given the military circumstances of the Western Front in 1916. His field commanders, notably General Ferdinand Foch, who was charged with preparing the summer offensive, told him so. His manpower reserves, eroded by the battle at Verdun, were insufficient. Matériel and munitions of war were inadequate for an operation on such a scale. The inexperienced British army would have to be relied upon to bear the lion’s share of the fighting. Yet national and international imperatives meant that the offensive must still go ahead. Verdun could be relieved, and enemy reserves could be kept from allied fronts. Above all, France’s glorious army, tied down at Verdun, would once more be on the offensive.

When the French attacked to the south of the British front on 1 July 1916 they experienced a brief epiphany. With heavier artillery support and more sophisticated infantry tactics than their allies, they advanced two and a half miles and took six thousand prisoners in the first assault, suffering relatively light casualties. Yet this tactical fillip was far short of the strategic decision on which Joffre had staked his reputation. With British failure to the north to be redeemed, the French army’s contribution to the offensive grew. Over ensuing months the pattern of piecemeal attacks on limited sectors of the front, occasionally punctuated by large-scale assaults, came to symbolise the Battle of the Somme. Although the French army was moving inexorably forward, literally grinding the German army into the mud, the snail’s pace, and the lack of any obvious sign of victory—a town captured or a river crossed—sapped the morale of the troops and the will of the nation. The Somme seemed to be becoming another Verdun, which war-weary France could ill-afford. Redemption reverted to purgatory. Joffre and Foch were singled out for blame. Both lost their field commands at the end of the battle. France would win through the politico-military crisis which engulfed the nation in 1917 and, led by a rehabilitated Foch, drive the enemy from her soil the year after. Yet the fall-out from the Somme scarred the French psyche and divided the French public. The Third Republic lived on borrowed time until the next German invasion.

Ironically for France, the Somme had served its purpose, although this was not immediately evident. The German army’s Somme, was a gruelling, morale-sapping experience, “the muddy grave of the German field army” in one participant’s oft-quoted judgement.27 At the end of 1915 the German commander-in-chief, General Erich von Falkenhayn, had hit upon pure attrition as the means to bring France and her allies to the negotiating table. The following summer on the Somme, Falkenhayn was to be hoist by his own strategic petard. Hundreds of thousands of men were to be lost defending this nondescript bend in the river. Added to the mounting losses at Verdun, by the end of the year the German army had suffered over one million irreplaceable casualties on the Western Front. For Germany, with her armies everywhere entrenched on enemy territory and making further conquests in the East in the summer of 1916, the Somme was a rude awakening. Modern industrial war was not about controlling territory, but involved deploying machines to kill men. Falkenhayn had expected to contain the allied offensive, as he had done so often in 1915. Indeed he did. But as Ernst Jünger later recorded, on the Somme, Germany’s soldiers found themselves engaged in a new sort of combat: “What we had … been through had been the attempt to win the war by old-fashioned pitched battles, and the stalemating of the attempt in static warfare. What confronted us now was a war of matériel of the most gigantic proportions.”28 In this relentless Materialschlacht on the Somme, Germany’s once proud and victorious divisions met their Nemesis—a tenacious, determined enemy who, despite no obvious strategic breakthrough, simply would not let go. By the end of the battle “the army had been fought to a standstill and utterly worn out.”29 Only the onset of winter saved it from collapse. Attacked on all fronts, Germany realised she was in a death struggle with an enemy with limitless resources and deeper pockets. Falkenhayn was relieved of his command and sent to redeem himself in Romania. The duumvirate who succeeded him, Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, had no illusions that Germany was fighting for survival and desperate measures were needed. Their military dictatorship, hardly obscured by a fig-leaf Kaiser, polarised German society and sowed the seeds of post-war political meltdown. One Somme survivor, Corporal Adolf Hitler, would be the ultimate beneficiary, and Hindenburg and Ludendorff would connive in his warped resurrection of German militarism.

IN HIS RESIGNATION speech to the Commons in December 1915, Churchill stated: “In this war the tendencies are far more important than the episodes. Without winning any sensational victories we may win this war. We may win it even during a continuance of extremely disappointing and vexatious events.”30 In this judgement he showed considerable foresight, even if his later memoir was infused with hindsight. The Somme, disappointing and vexatious though it may have been, unsensational in its immediate results, reinforced the tendency towards allied dominance of Germany. Recognition of that truth prompts many questions. Why was it fought? How was it fought? What did it achieve? What were its consequences? How is it remembered? Was it, as contemporaries suggested, the turning point of the war? Was it, moreover, a turning point in history?

The history of the First World War is overabundant with studies of what went wrong, what the consequences were for those trapped in the maelstrom, and how things should have been done better, a genre which Churchill’s The World Crisis helped to start. Objective analysis of the reality of the war—the problems which it threw up for nations and their armies and the solutions that were found—is a more recent trend, with the old myths and clichés continually recycled alongside. Certainly the Battle of the Somme has much history. In particular, the nature of the Somme experience has been explained better than the battle’s significance. If the pen has not proven mightier than the sword, it has nevertheless shaped a far longer struggle over our memory of the Somme, a struggle which still continues. From the propaganda-tinged reports produced by both sides even as the combat raged, through the diaries and memoirs published by its veterans, to the sensational or scholarly accounts of later generations, the Somme has never ceased to fascinate. Three Armies on the Somme inevitably offers much that is familiar, but also much that is new. As a military history its reinterpretation of the twentieth century’s first truly modern battle adds breadth, depth and clarity to earlier narrowly focused histories. Yet it presents much more than a narrative of how the battle was fought. Over ninety years on there is also a need to consider why the Battle of the Somme was fought, and the profound impact that it had on those who fought it; to consider French and German experience alongside British; to observe the wider world as it watched this earth-shaking battle unfold; and to consider how these experiences shaped the memory and history of those who came after.

As memories fade and available records multiply it becomes possible to revisit “the old front line” once more, and to fashion a clearer understanding of monumental events than was feasible for those who experienced and were touched by them, and subsequently recorded their distorted impressions in partial or self-justifying memoirs. From this incomplete and tainted record many narratives have already been constructed. This one aims to explain for the first time why the armies of three great empires came to a trial of strength on the Somme three times, and why the pivotal clash in 1916 shaped our world and remains with us still. The experiences of three nations and their armies—shared, yet profoundly different—are at the heart of this history. The Battle of the Somme was as nothing yet experienced by Britain’s volunteer “Tommies.” Both a national glory and a tragedy for Britain and her empire, it was the beginning of the end for that empire and the culture of deference that sustained it. Conversely, their fight on the Somme was an all too familiar experience to French “poilus” and German “Fritze,” an extension of the bloodletting of Verdun. Their death struggle had begun in August 1914, and two years on their very societies were at stake in the no-quarter battle of attrition raging along the Western Front. Both nations would shatter, rebuild and shatter again in the months and years to come.

Almost a century on, interest in the bloodletting of 1916 has not diminished. Why should it, for whose family history was not touched—and often scarred—by this notorious combat? Yet the battle’s significance has been all but subsumed in the arcane minutiae of tactical analysis and the microcosm of trench experience, which fascinate but do not illuminate. While the men of the Somme are remembered, the conflict itself is misunderstood. Was it merely a futile battle in a futile war? Certainly it was nothing of the kind for the generation of 1916, those who fought and bore witness to the Somme. In the casualty-averse age in which we live now it is easier to respond to the state-managed mass death of the First World War with horror than to try to comprehend it. It was not possible to fight war in that era—an age of industrial weapons technology, entrenched ideology and mass mobilisation—without casualties, and the Western Front and the Somme especially are the supreme examples of the consummate killing power of the machine age. It will not do to shy away from this: the men of 1916 did not. A return to these men and their ideas, to the three armies of the Somme and the societies that spawned them, will help us, their descendants, to understand their struggle, rooted in their past, for their future. In doing so, the memory of those who fought, those who died, and those who lost on the Somme will be better served.


1
Three Armies

THE GERMANS RETURNED to Péronne on 27 August 1914. Rumours of their approach, of destruction and plunder, of casual atrocities, preceded them. A sense of fearful anticipation gripped the townspeople: “A desperate silence hangs over the town. Shutters and windows are tightly closed—but inside everyone is watching.”1 The young men were at the front, but the old men who watched silently from behind their windows had not forgotten the Prussians who marched down the rue St. Sauveur and into the market place in January 1871. The Germans remembered too: particularly, they feared the reappearance of francs tireurs, the civilian irregulars who had preyed on their advancing columns in the last Franco-Prussian War. Ruthless authority was their response. When the mayor refused to take down the tricolour flying over the mairie it was torn down by the furious enemy. In pique, and to deter resistance, the passing Prussians burned fifty-eight houses to the ground and looted the rest of the town, casually shooting passers-by who got in their way. At least it was not as bad as 1871, when nearly seven hundred houses had been damaged by the German bombardment.2 For this small, sleepy market town on a bend of the meandering river Somme, which today houses France’s museum of the Great War, it was the start of a four-year ordeal of war and terror.

The Somme département had known war since Julius Caesar’s legions had marched through the region in pursuit of Gauls. Today it is still criss-crossed by the lattice of straight roads radiating from Amiens (Roman Samarobriva) along which later emperors’ armies paced on their way to defend Rome’s imperial frontiers. After the Romans, Flemings, Burgundians, English, Spanish and Prussians had invaded.3 In 1414 King Charles VI of France repulsed the Burgundians on the heights south of Bapaume: today a small chapel commemorating that victory stands beside the Péronne–Albert road, reminding modern-day battlefield pilgrims of the region’s bellicose history. A year later King Henry V’s English army crossed the Somme near Péronne, on the way to its encounter with Charles’s army at Agincourt. Péronne is still girded by the remains of its stout thirteenth-century castle and walls which discouraged Henry V’s army from attacking it, reinforced by bastions erected in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In 1536 the town resisted a lengthy siege by the invading Spanish. Until the seventeenth-century expansion of France’s borders by Louis XIV, Picardy was frontier country, and Péronne, at a key crossing point, was “the key to the Somme.”4 Although war was to move away slowly northwards in the ensuing centuries, a British army passed by in 1815, pursuing the remnants of Napoleon’s defeated forces after Wellington’s victory at Waterloo: the British soldier and author Charles Carrington was surprised to find a discarded Brown Bess musket as he scoured the battlefield debris of his own fight around Péronne.5 In the Franco-Prussian war, General Faidherbe’s Armée du Nord—hastily raised by the new republic to continue the fight against the invader after Emperor Napoleon III’s army had been trapped at Sedan and forced to surrender—drove off the enemy near Bapaume on 3 January 1871. This did not save Péronne, which capitulated a few days later,6 and Faidherbe’s army was finally overwhelmed on 19 January at St. Quentin.7 The Somme, the focal point of the natural invasion route across northern France which Charles de Gaulle dubbed the “fatal avenue,” was well acquainted with warfare long before the great attritional battle of 1916.

IN 1914 THE Somme was not ready for war. Before the outbreak of hostilities the methodical planners of the French General Staff had counted up the divisions on either side and concluded that there would not be enough men for the fighting to extend into the Nord region. When the Germans chose to march through Belgium and sweep round against the rear of the French armies concentrated on France’s eastern frontier, there was little to oppose the invasion of north-west France. The surprise of those who opened their morning newspapers on 29 August 1914 to learn that the Germans were on the Somme was palpable.8 Something had gone badly wrong with the French battle plan.

Both the French and the German armies, mass forces raised by widely applied conscription, fielded three sorts of formation on mobilisation. Their front-line divisions incorporated the currently serving annual contingents, topped up with reserves from the most recent contingents.* These divisions would lead the assault: the men were young, fit and up-to-date in their training, and their officers were skilled professionals. On paper, despite Germany’s significantly greater population, the two countries’ front-line resources seemed roughly equivalent in 1914. By virtue of a new three-year military service law introduced in 1913, France could field forty-six front-line infantry divisions in 1914, divided into twenty-one army corps.† Germany could field twenty-five army corps, although three of these were earmarked for the Russian front. Behind these in the second line were reserve divisions, with fewer professional officers and predominantly filled with reservists from earlier annual contingents, less well trained or up-to-date than the frontline divisions. France fielded twenty-five reserve divisions in all, organised in 1914 into groups that were distributed between her five front-line armies and the Paris garrison.‡ Germany organised her thirty-two reserve divisions into separate reserve army corps, supplementing her front-line army. Heavily outnumbered by France and her allies, Germany had to use her reserve divisions in the front line from the start while France held hers back for secondary operations. Germany had seventy-two divisions with which to attack France in August 1914. This was the basis of Germany’s 1914 strategic gamble to knock out France with a rapid and overwhelming assault before the huge but slow Russian army could enter the fight. The supposedly unstoppable right hook which was the guiding principle of the infamous Schlieffen Plan brought the German armies through northern Belgium to the Somme. By leaving Germany’s reserve divisions out of their calculations, French planners played into their enemy’s hands. Both armies also fielded a third line, territorials in the French army and the Landwehr and Landsturm in the German. Composed of older reservists, such formations were used to hold defensive positions and carry out rear-area police duties. In August 1914 Germany deployed the equivalent of twenty-three divisions of third-line depot troops, and France twelve territorial divisions.* Finally, France deployed ten cavalry divisions and Germany eleven in August 1914.9 The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) added a cavalry and six infantry divisions, and the Belgian army six further infantry divisions, a cavalry division and fortress troops to the allied order of battle for the first engagements in 1914.

By the end of the first three weeks of hostilities the German army’s apparent advantage in numbers seemed to be producing the desired result. The French left wing was in precipitate retreat, taking with it the BEF which had deployed on its left flank. Between St. Quentin and the Channel coast France’s northern départements lay undefended in the path of the sweeping German right wing; the BEF’s open left flank and lines of communications through Amiens, the capital of the Somme département, were exposed. General Joseph Joffre, the French commander-in-chief, took the gamble of employing his own reserve divisions in the front line. General Ebener’s 6th Group of Reserve Divisions, 61 and 62 Divisions d’infanterie (DI), which had formed the Paris garrison at the outbreak of the war, was transported by rail to Arras, with orders to move southwards to block the German advance on Bapaume and Péronne. Advancing down the road from Cambrai, Ebener’s force drove back a thin German cavalry screen and marched triumphantly into Bapaume, past the monument marking their grandfathers’ victory on the same field in 1871.10 Theirs was to be an even briefer taste of victory.

At dawn on 28 August, Ebener’s divisions resumed their march southwards, along the Bapaume–Péronne road, masked by the thick fog which frequently arose from the Somme valley early in the morning. Believing the enemy to have fled after their success of the previous evening, they were unprepared for action: their field ambulances were at the head of the transport column which proceeded down the main road. Few scouts had been sent out to front and flanks. Unknown to them, in the night General von Linsingen’s II Armeekorps (AK) had reached the village of Moislains, a few miles north of Péronne, and was preparing to resume its march westwards. The leading elements of the French flanking regiments, 307 and 308 Régiments d’infanterie (RI) of 62 DI, passing in column-of-march from Sailly-Saillisel, skirting Bois St. Pierre Vaast, were surprised to hear firing to their front. French cavalry scouts had run into German sentries at Moislains. As the sun began to heat up the late summer morning the fog lifted suddenly, and German machine guns opened fire on the packed French infantry columns exposed on the gentle slope leading down to Moislains. Enveloped from a flank, and even fired on by their own comrades from behind, the two regiments broke and were massacred.11 The French artillery belatedly came into action, and began to bombard Moislains, still filled with terrified French civilians. The village started to burn, adding to the confusion. German cavalry, sweeping in from the open left flank, soon silenced the French guns, cutting down the gunners at their posts. The shattered French divisions fell back in disorder, the remnants of 62 DI fleeing northwards back to Arras and 61 DI conducting an arduous fighting retreat westwards behind Amiens.12 Further south, Péronne had fallen. The Prussians rounded up several thousand prisoners and hauled away the abandoned French guns before resuming their westward march. The sharp, brutal fight at Moislains was merely a foretaste of the full intensity and horror of industrial war, which for the next four years was to superimpose itself upon Picardy’s pastoral calm.

THE GERMAN ARMY got the better of the first fight on the Somme, as it had done in most of the early battles on the French frontier. In this instance it was only to be expected because inept reservists had been pitted against front-line units. However, the French army gave a better account of itself in the early battles of August 1914 than historians, judging the overall result of the fighting on the frontiers, have given it credit for, even if it was not then a match for the more efficient Prussian-led military machine. Although a clichéd image of red-trousered infantry, chic white-gloved officers and cavalry with gleaming but useless breastplates is routinely rolled out to depict an army with outdated Napoleonic methods and misguided offensive doctrines, excepting its dress sense, the French army of 1914 was much like those of its enemy and its principal ally in the West. It was not so much that French military doctrine was fundamentally wrong in 1914; rather, when they went to war, the French commanders had not made up their minds on what that doctrine should be.13 In the early years of the twentieth century all armies were wrestling with the same problems of tactical cooperation between the three main fighting arms (infantry, artillery and cavalry) on the industrial battlefield, the incorporation of new weapons and technologies into the army (not just machine guns and quick-firing artillery, but aeroplanes, motorised transport and telegraphy), and the direction of large units in the field.14 The theorists of the offensive who stressed the élan and morale of the infantry—officers such as Colonel Louis de Grandmaison, who drew up the infamous infantry tactical instructions of 1913 which supposedly proved so costly in the first clash of arms and at whose feet much of the blame for the French army’s disasters of August 1914 has been placed—were rivalled by the theorists of firepower, such as future generals Pétain, Fayolle and Debeney. But, as Grandmaison and others recognised, the real problem facing French military theorists was how to weld the two together in order to win on the battlefield: “The enemy must already be broken, and able to offer only a feeble resistance; the attack must have a marked moral and material superiority; and the distance [to attack] must be short. The principle does not change, that it is always fire that ensures movement.”15

Resolving this problem on the industrial battlefield was to become the principal challenge facing the French army in the first year of war. Although important decisions had been made—to replace the nineteenth-century blue-and-red costume with a less conspicuous horizon-blue uniform, which was finally approved in July 1914, and to add heavier howitzers to the French army’s firepower, initiated in April 191416—the process of modernisation was not yet complete when war broke out, even if many of the possible tactical and operational responses had been identified and debated in the pre-war doctrinal ferment. Indeed, it was the very fact that methods and matériel were in transition that undermined the French army’s military effectiveness. The reservists at Moislains would not have mastered Grandmaison’s new theories—would probably not even have heard of them—and similarly their commanders would probably have forgotten the “Napoleonic” principles of manoeuvre adumbrated by Colonels Bonnal and Foch, professors of military history and tactics at the École de Guerre some twenty years previously; and, because of the French army’s inadequate training facilities, the same might be said of many of the front-line divisions and corps.17 The French army’s weaknesses were apparent in the first encounters on the Somme and elsewhere: poor leadership, especially at the highest level; lack of coordination between artillery and infantry; weak reconnaissance and poor intelligence; lack of cooperation between higher formations; inadequate training in reserve formations. Since the German army had made better progress in assimilating these practical lessons, it had an edge in early encounters: it possessed heavier, if not technically superior, artillery; it utilised concentrated machine-gun fire; its reconnaissance was better; and there was effective cooperation between its infantry and artillery. But the German army itself was not without fault: it attacked in dense formations, which in turn rendered it vulnerable to concentrated French fire, especially from the expertly used French 75mm field guns, so-called 75s, the best artillery piece in use at the time. There are as many instances in early 1914 of heaped German bodies as of French, and at Moislains the French guns did good work against the enemy as well as their own civilians before they were overwhelmed. Therefore, while the French army was outgunned and outmanoeuvred in the first big battles, it was not outclassed. Although obliged to pull back when its exposed left flank was turned, it was far from beaten. There was still much fighting spirit in the men; and, after extensive sackings of elderly and out-of-date divisional, corps and even army commanders, its higher leadership was more capable of addressing the immediate task of halting and repelling the German invasion. At Grand Quartier Général (G.Q.G.—French General Headquarters) the unflappable General Joffre was already planning his counter-stroke.

Stout, gentle, self-deprecating and avuncular, the sixth-two-year-old generalissimo cut an unmilitary figure, his blue uniform stretched over the grand belly which attested to his love of the table: in looks alone he lived up to his nickname, “Papa.” Yet his appearance was deceptive. Joffre’s stolid peasant physique—his ancestors came from the Pyrenees—masked a sharp mind and firm will that had brought him to the top of the French army in a difficult period of civil–military tension and rapid change. Joffre was born in 1852, the son of a cooper. His intelligence allowed him to escape from the provinces, and he enrolled at the prestigious École Polytechnique in 1869, the youngest student of his year. The war with Prussia interrupted his studies, and Joffre was mobilised into the artillery, serving as a young officer in the defence of Paris. This formative and calamitous war overshadowed the rest of his military life: years later, planning for another war against Germany, he was determined not to make the same mistakes which his predecessors had made in 1870.18 After graduation he joined the engineers, and as a young captain found himself supervising construction work in France’s new fortress barrier, designed to keep the Germans out in future. Following the untimely death of his first wife, he volunteered for colonial service: for a while he would be married only to his profession. Success followed in Indo-China and West Africa, where, seconded from his prosaic task of railway engineer, he led one of the flying columns which captured Timbuktu, saving the day after the main column had been routed by Touareg raiders. This colonial triumph brought him to the attention of the government in Paris. He passed swiftly through a series of commands and staff appointments, before joining the Supreme Council for National Defence in 1909 as director of supply and communications. The professional understanding of movement and logistics he developed in this post would come into its own when war broke out. A solid republican in an era of acute political partisanship in France, in July 1911, Joffre found himself appointed, as the politically uncontroversial compromise candidate, to the post of Chief of Staff of the French army; commander-in-chief designate in the event of war.

It was a post which Joffre, with uncustomary modesty, felt he was poorly equipped to fill, a judgement which has been debated ever since.19 If lacking the intellectual vigour to intervene actively in the ongoing doctrinal debates which animated the French army before 1914, he was no dunce: he had been Professor of Fortification at the artillery and engineering school at Fontainebleau earlier in his career. He was certainly more than the “solid shield behind which subtler brains could direct French military policy on the path to a crevasse which they had not perceived,” as Liddell Hart dismissed him after the war.20 Above all, he was a practical soldier who approached the job he was given with care and a technician’s close eye for detail.

His principal task in his new post had been to prepare the army for the coming war with Germany. Joffre’s solution to the problem of a German invasion of France—the infamous “Plan XVII,” for a counter-offensive against the weak point of the advancing German armies—failed in the massive frontier battle of August 1914, principally because the numbers Germany deployed meant that there was no weak spot. However, the Battle of the Frontiers was a closer-run thing than is generally acknowledged, and the retreating French army, although shaken, remained an effective fighting force. It was now that Joffre showed his true character and worth, as well as his logistical skill. Imperturbable, phlegmatic, calculating, decisive, he pragmatically reorganised and redeployed his forces in anticipation of the moment when his army would strike back.

Joffre’s plan was to shift troops quickly from his right wing to his left, forming a new “Army of the Somme,” Sixth Army, under the command of General Michel-Joseph Maunoury, to strike at the exposed right flank of the German armies moving across northern France. Ebener’s reserve divisions were moving southwards to join this force when ambushed at Moislains. Meanwhile, Maunoury’s main force was advancing south of the river into the Santerre plain. It encountered General von Kluck’s First Army around Proyart on 29 August, and gave a better account of itself than Ebener’s force had done. Although heavily outnumbered, the regulars of 14 DI, redeployed from the east, blocked Linsingen’s columns advancing along the left bank of the Somme, inflicting heavy casualties with concentrated artillery and rifle fire. However, Maunoury’s army, composed as it was predominantly of reserve divisions and exhausted cavalry, was unable to check the German advance from Péronne for long, and with the routing of Ebener’s divisions to the north Joffre was obliged to order a further retreat to prevent Sixth Army being enveloped in its turn. Although, in combination with Fifth Army’s counter-stroke further east at Guise on the same day, Maunoury’s attack succeeded in disengaging the French left wing and the BEF from the German pursuit, it could not save the Somme region from German occupation. The département’s capital, Amiens, was now an open city.

REMNANTS OF EBENER’S broken and exhausted regiments, who passed through Amiens in disarray on 29 and 30 August, confirmed the rumours that the Germans were advancing on the city. For some days the gunfire to the east had been audible in the city’s streets. Crowds of Belgian refugees had passed through the city a few days earlier, bringing tales of death and destruction as the barbarians advanced.21 Those who could packed up their possessions and took the roads eastwards, joining the throng of demoralised soldiers and dispossessed civilians. The garrison commander departed so precipitately that he nearly left behind his sword.22 Those who could not flee awaited their fate. After the unusual traffic of the past week, the city became ominously silent, expectant. Just three weeks earlier the Amiénois had cheered off the city’s departing regiments: “To Berlin: down with the Sauerkrauts.”23 Now some very sour Berliners were at the threshold.

The Germans marched in on 31 August. Monsieur de Langler, a clerk, encountered a German column going up the rue St. Fuscien as he headed into work at the town hall. He recalled the columns of blue-uniformed Prussians he had seen marching up the same street as a small boy in 1870. Arriving late at the town hall, he found the courtyard full of Germans, carrying off the weapons which had been collected there over the previous week: the municipal council had decided to disarm the city’s citizens to prevent any franc tireur incidents after hearing of bloody German reprisals against civilian insurgents in Belgium. A joint proclamation was issued by the mayor of Amiens and the German commander, General von Stockhausen: the city would be bombarded if there were any acts of violence against German troops. The city was put under curfew and the procurator-general and twelve members of the municipal council were taken hostage as surety against the population’s good behaviour and the payment of a 160,000-franc indemnity.

After the dense grey-uniformed columns had traversed the city on 31 August, Amiens became eerily empty. Only small German patrols could be seen, requisitioning the city’s motor cars and plundering its shops and banks. Then, on 10 September, the Germans were back in force. All men of fighting age were ordered to present themselves at the Citadel. They were marched out of the city the next day. With them went the Germans. The prefect’s secretary read out from the official communiqué that there had been a great Anglo-French victory over the German right wing. The triumph was confirmed when French cuirassiers entered Amiens on 12 September. The crowd were ecstatic: the assembled townspeople sang “La Marseillaise” as troopers from 9 Régiment de cavalerie, which had been the last to leave the city on 30 August, replaced the tricolour above the town hall. They had been delivered from the enemy, and the victory was France’s. It was a heartfelt, but premature, celebration.24 The city’s young men had been transported to Germany, where they were to be interned for the duration of the war. Over those four years those who remained would listen daily to the guns devastating their département.

There had indeed been a great victory against the German right wing. In the second week of September, Maunoury’s army finally delivered the counter-stroke which forced the overextended German forces to retreat. Taking its title from the river Marne, this huge battle east of Paris, the so-called Miracle of the Marne, which did so much to rescue France and enhance Joffre’s military reputation, was only a temporary deliverance. It saved Paris, and pushed the enemy back fifty miles, but it did not break the German army. The simple truth was that great armies of millions of men could not be broken in a single battle, however vast and intense. The French themselves had already demonstrated this in August. The same principle was reaffirmed time and again over the next six weeks in the so-called race to the sea, as the opponents jockeyed for advantage in Picardy and the Nord and the stagnating line of opposing armies extended itself inexorably to the Channel coast.

Liddell Hart subsequently asserted that once the German army’s initial attack on France had failed Germany had lost the war.25 But France and her allies still had to demonstrate that fact to the invader. It was, the historian and journalist Gabriel Hanotaux recognised, a fundamental fact that Germany, not France, was now besieged, and her circumvallation would have to be broken.26 Few would then have predicted that it would take more than four bloody and catastrophic years to do so.

ALTHOUGH IN SEPTEMBER 1914 the German army pulled back hastily from the Marne and drew its extended tentacles in from Amiens, this was merely a tactical withdrawal. The advancing French and British armies were halted in their turn, along the river Aisne, and attention turned back to the open northern flank. Joffre and his opposite number, General Erich von Falkenhayn (appointed after his predecessor, General Helmuth von Moltke, had been removed after the repulse on the Marne), started to strip their stalled front lines of divisions, which would be moved to the open flank in an attempt to carry off the envelopment which so far both sides had failed to achieve.

In the last week of September the war returned to the Somme. South of the river, Joffre redeployed his Second Army under General Noël de Castelnau. Falkenhayn despatched Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, who had led the German Sixth Army which checked Castelnau’s in Lorraine in August, to command the new forces he was gathering east of Péronne. Like the encounter at Moislains in August, the meeting between Castelnau’s and Rupprecht’s advancing armies was a confused and bloody affair. French reconnaissance was poor: Castelnau was reliant on G.Q.G.’s daily intelligence bulletin for information, which was necessarily superficial and generally out of date. Péronne was reoccupied by the enemy, while Castelnau’s forces dug in on high ground to the north-west, between Maricourt and Hardecourt. French cavalry patrols reported that the town was now clear of the enemy. Indeed it was, because the Germans were crossing the river in force south of Péronne, moving south-westwards towards Chaulnes.27 Castelnau’s leading formations, IV and XIV Corps d’armée (CA), were advancing north-eastwards towards Péronne, driving in the German skirmishers. The Germans too were advancing blindly, probing for the enemy’s left flank:


It was a beautiful clear autumn morning. The flat land stretched away as far as the eye could see, field after field of sugar beet, punctuated by numerous villages and the high trees of the parks and châteaus. Everywhere hares raced away in front of the companies and coveys of partridges rose out of every field … We expected to come under artillery fire at every moment, but all was calm.28



On 24 September, when the main bodies of the advancing armies crashed into each other and locked, this bucolic vista was obliterated.29 The German guns set to work. Soon a long band of flames, the farming villages of Maucourt, Chilly, Lihons, Vermandovillers, Chaulnes, Herleville and Foucaucourt, illuminated the Santerre plain.30 The church bells in Lihons rang out defiantly until a shell toppled its steeple. No victory peals were to be heard in the Somme until 1918.

The fighting south of the Somme on 24 September was intense and confused. The artillery of both sides did great execution. This put an end to both armies’ flagging belief that battle could still be conducted in Napoleonic style, bivouacking by night and advancing in close formation during the day, infantry at the double and artillery at the gallop. Bivouacs in the towns and villages—Chaulnes, Chilly, Maucourt, Fouquescourt—had to be fought for, often hand-to-hand, and movement in the open was suicidal if field guns were deployed. At Chilly one German battery sergeant noted the destruction of a French infantry company advancing in close formation 1800 metres away with a few well-placed rounds.31 In this confused, ill-coordinated fight German firepower and weight of numbers again prevailed, and the French infantry were pressed slowly backwards.32 However, it was now abundantly clear to the Germans that the French were fighting much more effectively than they had only a month before. “The battles in Lorraine had given our troops a feeling of superiority,” Colonel Schulz of 22 Bavarian infanterieregiment (IR) recollected:


They received an extremely rude shock when they had to accept … that the French, even though they were from the same corps that we had brushed aside in Lorraine, had changed. They were tough, daring and self-confident. The Miracle of the Marne had so raised the morale of the French that … ill-prepared, uncoordinated and over-hasty minor attacks were dashed to pieces around Maricourt.33



By the end of the day the adversaries had fought each other to a standstill. The survivors dug in where they were. (They would still be on roughly the same lines when the “Big Push” was launched two years later.)

Little forward progress was possible on the Santerre plain, although the reciprocal fusillade and violent attacks and counter-attacks with the bayonet continued over the following days.34 The enemy might still be outflanked to the north. Castelnau had one corps at his disposal, General Balfourier’s elite XX CA, the so-called Iron Corps. Its two Divisions, 11 DI, the “Iron” Division (division de fer), and 39 DI which aspired to be the “Steel” Division, were the best in France, having been maintained at full strength in peacetime and trained to cover the deployment of the rest of the army in the event of war.35 Balfourier’s divisions were advancing astride the Somme from Amiens, seeking the open German flank
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