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INTRODUCTION

—

THEY CLAIM A small place in our minds, a century on, in memorial services and on poppy days. ‘We are the dead,’ they announce in the poem ‘In Flanders Fields’, like regiments of ghosts whose spirit won’t rest.1 More than half a million of them lay dead, wounded or missing on those fields in 1917, mostly British, Australian, Canadian, Irish, New Zealanders and their German counterparts, a few of whose voices survive in letters and diaries. They tell of one of the bloodiest battles of the Great War – indeed, of any war – with fear and love, humour and pathos, and sometimes with a kind of urgency, as if conscious that theirs would be the only eyewitness accounts of ‘Passchendaele’.

The Flemish town that bears this name seems unable, or unwilling, to carry the burden of what happened here. The local spirit is more inclined to look forward than back: there is no general monument here. The historical and emotional freight is probably too heavy for one small community, let alone a city or country. (The larger, neighbouring town of Zonnebeke hosts the new Passchendaele Museum.)

Officially they called it the Third Battle of Ypres, or ‘Third Ypres’. In fact, it was a series of immense clashes on the plains to the east of the mediaeval city of Ypres, between 31 July and 11 November 1917. The people and the press fastened instead on the village at the heart of these events, five miles north-east of Ypres: ‘Passchendaele’, a word evoking Easter and the Passion of Christ (from the Latin verb pati, to suffer). Here, the word suggests, lies more than a little Flemish community; here lies a dale of martyrdom, a soldiers’ Calvary, a land of tortured souls.

This is what ‘Passchendaele’ has come to mean in the civilian mind: an epic of pointless butchery that, even by the standards of the Great War, entered the realm of the infernal and monumentally futile. Soldiers, animals, artillery and pouring rain were thrown together in a maelstrom of steel and flesh in the name of a strategy that anticipated hundreds of thousands of casualties – and all for nothing.

Some military specialists disagree with this ‘popular’ view of Third Ypres, arguing that most of its battles were necessary, achieved some of their goals and were worth the cost. For these self-described ‘revisionists’, Passchendaele was part of a just and inevitable war against tyranny, and not another massacre in an avoidable tragedy that destroyed the best part of a generation (we shall address this endless controversy in Chapter 17).

We may be sure of one thing: the huge casualties were not some epic blunder; they were expected, they were planned for. To understand why is to understand the meaning of a total war of attrition. That effort may be more than the twenty-first-century mind can bear, living as we do in the super-sentimental West, where a body bag is treated as a political opportunity. Many of us approach the Great War not through primary historical records but through the lens of literature, films, photographs or the entertainments of Blackadder and Oh! What a Lovely War, cultural phenomena that soften, ridicule or set at one remove the truth. That is not to demean these interpretations. It is to say that the finest war literature, some of the funniest satire, and the work of cultural historians such as Paul Fussell, Jay Winter and Modris Eksteins, have transformed the perception of this tragedy into a kind of elevated cultural experience. It is almost as if art has become our reality of the Great War, and the Great War a reflection of art.2 To borrow the famous Platonic metaphor, that is to look at the War as a shadow thrown against the wall of a cave, the shadow of its true Form.

To open our minds to this tragedy, to understand what happened in Flanders in 1917, is to turn our eyes from the shadow and gaze at the Form. It means journeying into a different world, a kind of hell, no doubt, but also a realm in which people lived at extremes, captive to the emotions of hope, love, terror and hubris. The journey is hard and horrifying, and yet also profoundly moving. The following symphony of witnesses, gathered into a narrative, will tell us something of the truth of Passchendaele, and something of the political imperative that drove humanity to that terrible place. Stay the distance and we shall meet on the other side, with a deeper understanding of what human beings are capable of doing to their fellow creatures, and why. For only by reasoning why can we hope for a wiser, perhaps kinder, future. My conclusions, some of them novel, appear in Chapter 17; for now, we shall confine ourselves to the narrative.


1

SERVANTS OF ATTRITION


You are the War generation. You were born to fight this War, and it’s got to be won … So far as you are concerned as individuals it doesn’t matter a tinker’s damn whether you are killed or not. Most probably you will be killed, most of you.

A British staff officer to a meeting of subalterns, quoted in Richard Aldington’s autobiographical novel, Death of a Hero





A VISITOR TO Passchendaele today would struggle to imagine this small Flemish town as the object of a field marshal’s obsession and the pivot of the great Flanders Offensive of 1917. In the centre, a few clothes shops and a couple of cafes give onto a desolate square. By the kerb, curiously isolated, stands a bronze relief of the stages of the battle, sculpted by Dr Ross Bastiaan. Opposite stands the church, rebuilt since the war in red, yellow and white stones. British and German artillery destroyed the previous one, along with its cemetery, churning up the remains of the pre-war dead with the casualties of battle. The elaborate graves crowding the grounds post-date the armistice, on 11 November 1918, when the local people returned to reclaim the scab of bones and rubble that had been their home.

A closer look helps us to understand the town’s military relevance: Passchendaele sits on the highest (only about 200 feet above sea level) of a series of concentric ridges, arcs of slightly elevated ground that radiate east of Ypres like the terraces of an enormous, shallow stadium. The Passchendaele-Staden section of the ridge offered a good view and ‘jumping off’ point into German-held territory to the north-east: i.e. the village of Roulers (Roeselare), which served as a vital German supply base, and the plains of Flanders peeling away to the Belgian coast.

Passchendaele village had no strategic importance in its own right; the ridge was merely the first stage of a vast offensive that aimed to liberate Belgium, realising Britain’s original case for entering the war. The Flanders Offensive would be a distinctly Commonwealth campaign. In 1917, the exhausted and mutinous French Army were reduced to playing a defensive role on the Western Front; the Russians were in the throes of revolution; and the Americans had not yet arrived. So the British Army and their Australian, Canadian and New Zealand allies (with small French, South African and Belgian units in support) would confront the most powerful concentration of German troops on the Western Front, who were then being reinforced with fresh troops from the east. On British orders, they were to capture Passchendaele Ridge within weeks (see Map 1), seize Roulers and swing north to the Belgian coast, to fulfil one of the chief aims of the offensive: to destroy the German submarine bases at the ports of Ostend, Zeebrugge and others, whose U-boats were waging unlimited war on Allied shipping.

This would be the prelude to the total rout of the German forces in Belgium, a war-winning scenario dependent on a run of incredible victories, daunting in their ambition even with the help of brilliant command, fine weather and a lot of luck (none of which was forthcoming or guaranteed). The great French marshal Ferdinand Foch was not the only commander who had little faith in what he called a ‘duck’s march’ through the Flanders mud. As we shall see, there were other reasons why, between August and November 1917, the British and Dominion commanders drove their men beyond the edge of the humanly possible to capture the village of Passchendaele, and why the Germans were similarly driven to defend it.

The lessons of the immediate past might have counselled against the offensive. This would be Third Ypres. The First was a defensive battle fought in October and November 1914, in which the Franco-British forces just held the city, though at a huge cost in blood. The Second, from 22 April to 25 May 1915, ended in a stalemate, with Allied casualties of 87,000 against German casualties of 35,000. By the war’s end, there would be five battles of Ypres. With the exception of a single day in 1914, the British and their allies would never yield the once-beautiful mediaeval town of Ypres itself to the Germans. And not until October 1918, at the Fifth Battle of Ypres, would they remove the German forces from the edges of the city’s eastern hinterland, the ‘immortal salient’ – a blister of Allied-controlled territory that swelled up and subsided, but never burst, during four years of war. Hundreds of thousands would be killed or wounded defending or attacking the Ypres Salient; many more would live to remember marching past Ypres’ shell-cratered streets, past the ruins of the thirteenth-century Cloth Hall and cathedral, to the front. In time, defending ‘Wipers’, as the Tommies rejoiced in mispronouncing it, became a rite of passage more terrible than the Somme. The Germans, too, would remember this place with special loathing.

 

Prior to Third Ypres, at the start of 1917, Europe was exhausted, brutalised, locked in a conflict that had consumed the lives of millions. A young man might be forgiven for refusing to enlist in a war that had already killed two million out of nearly seven million total casualties on the Western Front, the rest wounded, missing or taken prisoner.1 The casualty lists at the end of 1916, after the Somme and Verdun, had shocked and then benumbed the British, French and German people. In many homes, the mounting losses, intractable trench lines and ghastliness of the wounds had engendered a kind of dazed acceptance of war as an unstoppable force beyond the human agency to control.

‘You knew the horrors of war,’ recalled Norman Collins, a young subaltern on his way to Flanders in 1917. ‘We knew that 60,000 men had become casualties on July 1st [1916]. We went not thinking we’d come out of it, we didn’t think we’d live.’2

The mood of foreboding that marked 1917 was a far cry from the exuberance at the outbreak, in August 1914, when the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), a band of 150,000 professionals whom the Kaiser had scorned as a ‘contemptible little army’ (hence their nickname, the ‘Old Contemptibles’), sailed for France. At the time, they were the best-trained soldiers and finest marksmen in the world. By 1917, with the exception of a few diehards, they were dead, wounded, exhausted or retired. They had not gone easily: in August 1914, this force held the line at Mons until forced to join the great French retreat towards Paris. In September that year, they had plugged a critical gap in the French lines at the Marne and helped, in an important symbolic way, to drive the Germans back to the Aisne and confound the Prussian Schlieffen Plan to conquer France within six weeks. In October 1914, vastly outnumbered, the Old Contemptibles held Ypres against waves of young German recruits, sustaining 58,000 casualties. And from 25 September to 13 October 1915, they marched to their doom at Loos, in one of the worst defeats in British military history.

The unspeakable scenes at Loos might have shelved forever the idea that huge frontal attacks could break the German lines. What happened at Loos revealed a breed of man, the British Tommy, whose courage, unquestioning sense of duty and fear of failure persuaded him to march head-on into enemy machine guns. A German witness, the historian of the 26th Infantry Regiment, famously described the result:


Never had the machine guns had such straightforward work to do … with barrels burning hot and swimming in oil, they traversed to and fro along the [British] ranks unceasingly; one machine gun alone fired 12,500 rounds that afternoon. The effect was devastating. The enemy could be seen literally falling in hundreds, but they continued their march in good order and without interruption. The extended lines of men began to get confused by this terrific punishment, but they went doggedly on, some even reaching the wire entanglement in front of the reserve line … Confronted by this impenetrable obstacle, the survivors turned and began to retire.3



Field Marshal Sir John French, the BEF’s serially inept commander, and the then lieutenant general Sir Douglas Haig were jointly responsible for this debacle.4 Sir John bore the brunt of the blame, for failing to send up reserves in time to hold the British gains, exposing his forward troops to devastating German counter-attacks. The toll was 59,247 British soldiers killed, wounded or missing, including three major generals and the only son of the poet Rudyard Kipling, whose death would inspire the poem ‘My Boy Jack’ (‘“Have you news of my boy Jack?” / Not this tide. / “When d’you think that he’ll come back?” / Not with this wind blowing, and this tide.’). Many soldiers inhaled British poison gas, blown back onto their trenches when the wind changed, killing or incapacitating them. Sir John was sacked, and he returned to Britain to command the Home Forces, a bitter and resentful man. Haig replaced him.

News from the wider war offered little respite in that dismal year. In the Dardanelles Campaign (April 1915–January 1916), the Allies hoped to carve a third front against the Germans, from the south. To do so, they would conquer the Turks and combine with the Russians from the east and the French from the west to crush Germany and Austria-Hungary in a three-way vice. Winston Churchill’s brainchild was a disaster: nearly half a million British, French, Turkish and Commonwealth soldiers were killed or wounded over six months of futile carnage. The Australians and New Zealanders would henceforth romanticise Gallipoli as a ‘nation-forming’ sacrifice. Their decent intent is understandable, but their annual commemorations amount to a rite of denial of what Gallipoli actually meant: the useless occupation of a few Turkish beaches that achieved nothing other than a flourish of pointless heroics and the dispatch of grief into hundreds of thousands of homes. The Allies spent the rest of 1915 nursing their wounded, regrouping, launching sporadic trench raids and training the vast intake of new recruits.

 

When 1916 began, the war was still young, the adventure real, and everyone wanted to be in it. The middle classes of all the respective nations were loudly receptive to the idea that they were fighting for the motherland, for King, Kaiser, Emperor or Tsar. Every side had God on their side. This would be the ‘decisive’ year, declared the Triple Entente (France, Russia, Britain and their colonial allies), a refrain they would repeat at the start of every year. The coming battles would be unlike anything the world had seen, fought at Verdun, on the Meuse, on the Somme, in Italy and on the Eastern Front, where Russia’s Brusilov Offensive prepared to unleash the most lethal military operation to that point in history.

Britain, France, Russia and Germany had cranked up the war effort to a level of intensity unimaginable twelve months earlier. Factories chugged away night and day to deliver the instruments of death. Millions of rounds of heavy explosive, hundreds of thousands of rifles, machine guns, uniforms, gas shells, gas masks, grenades, trenching tools, and all kinds of newfangled equipment poured off the assembly lines. Governments and military commanders adopted new ways of managing their huge new armies: the British forces were being reorganised, under the deep reforms of Viscount Haldane and Haig. The appeal from Lord Kitchener – field marshal and secretary of state for war – to fill his ‘New Armies’ had raised the largest volunteer force in the world. Almost 2.5 million British men voluntarily enlisted between August 1914 and December 1915. The promise of a square meal and the King’s shilling, more than god or country, persuaded the unemployed and malnourished to enlist. They made up the majority. Even this immense force was not enough, and from 2 March 1916 the British Government began conscripting single men for frontline duty, under the first Military Service Act; on 25 May, another Act extended conscription to married men.5

Germany was similarly moving to a total war footing. On 31 August 1916, General Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg instructed the War Ministry to ratchet up production to unprecedented levels. ‘Men – as well as horses – must be replaced more and more by machines,’ he wrote. Women, the wounded, prisoners, social misfits and minors would be compelled to work in war industries. The war effort was a ‘screw without end’, Hindenburg said: victory would go to the power that turned the screw tightest at the right moment.6 Henceforth, he called for the monthly output of gunpowder to double, to 12,000 tons, and of machine guns to triple, to 7000 pieces. Those rates of production were scheduled to remain in force until at least May–June 1917, when, a German colonel confidently declared, ‘the war would have ended’.7

By 1916, Europe had turned into a vast armed camp. Great armies, millions strong, gazed across no-man’s-land, bristling for action. No, it would not be over by Christmas, not this year or the next. The trenches were no longer the shallow, hastily dug scrapes of 1914. Solid wooden A-frames and duckboards, deep tunnels, reinforced dugouts and cement bunkers locked down the front lines, behind which a labyrinth of support and communication trenches, like subterranean cities, wound back to the railheads, encampments and training grounds in the tented rear areas, brimful of fresh troops and shipments of weapons and supplies. Food, ammunition and medical provisions were produced, packaged and delivered by millions of civilians, mostly women, working day and night in darkened factories on the home front. These oceans of toiling humanity lapped either side of that great fissure of black earth running from the Belgian coast to the Swiss Alps, where, on this ‘Western Front’, the contest of the world would be decided.

 

Verdun almost broke the spirit of the belligerents. The memory of that ghastly confrontation, fought over ten months (21 February–18 December 1916), disabused thousands of troops of their faith in the war and indelibly scarred the historical soul of France and Germany. ‘Like Auschwitz … Verdun came to symbolise a breach of the limits of the human condition,’ wrote the French historian Antoine Prost.8 The 299-day bloodbath transformed the meaning of war. The ‘noble sacrifice’, the ‘fight for freedom and country’, had become a program of indifferent extermination. Verdun killed or wounded between 600,000 and 900,000 men (depending on the source), 315,000– 542,000 French and 281,000–434,000 German. At the end of it, 160,000 French and 143,000 German soldiers lay dead.9 Neither side ‘won’: the German strategy amounted to a series of limited attacks on French border forts aimed at drawing the blue-uniformed poilu into a narrow killing zone and then pulverising them with artillery of such intensity that ‘not even a mouse could live’. Those were the words of the chief of the German general staff, General Erich von Falkenhayn, for whom it was immaterial whether the Germans actually took Verdun. The main objective of the battle, as he assured the Kaiser, was to ‘bleed France white’ (Blutabzapfung).10 Not for nothing was Falkenhayn known as the ‘Blood-Miller of Verdun’, and the Great War’s first exponent of a strategy of pure attrition.

To relieve the French at Verdun, and divert the German forces, the British and Dominion armies launched the Somme Offensive (1 July–18 November 1916). The Somme was a diversion. Haig had preferred to fight in Flanders, but he bowed to the political imperative of aiding Britain’s chief European ally. We need not dwell on this catastrophic struggle, which has produced more literature than any other Anglo-Saxon battle. As we know, or should know, the holocaust killed or wounded more than 1.3 million men, in one of the bloodiest confrontations in history. The Somme claimed 57,470 British casualties on the first day (of whom more than 19,000 were killed); the Germans lost 40,000 over the first ten days. The ensuing battles, of Albert, Fromelles, Delville Wood, Pozières, Thiepval Ridge, Ancre and many more, surged and flowed over the plains of Picardy, killing or wounding the Allies at the rate of almost 3000 men per day.11

Haig later described the Somme as the start of ‘the wearing-down war’, or the war of attrition, a term that broadly meant slowly grinding down the enemy’s strength and resources, until it became possible to break through to open ground and destroy their residual strength. Attrition, reckons a US military writer, Dr J. Boone Bartholomees, ‘strategically favors the attacker since he can regulate his own pain; he can select when, where, and how hard he attacks and thus control to at least some extent his losses’.12 That may be true, yet the ‘body count’ in an attritional war almost always favours the defenders, as the great Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) explained in his book On War (a lesson taught to generations of Sandhurst men): i.e. men defensively employed in well-entrenched positions had an inherent advantage over their attackers.13 In 1916 and 1917, the Germans acted on this: they chose not to initiate any major offensives, instead defending their gains of 1914 and 1915. And so, entrenched in their fortified redoubts, their dugouts and concrete pillboxes, the German infantry prepared to exploit their Clausewitzian advantage: they simply sat and waited for the enemy to charge, aiming to bleed the attackers to death.

Britain, France and their allies more than obliged, hurling wave after wave of recruits at the German lines. The Somme killed or wounded many more British, French and Dominion troops than German troops, in line with von Clausewitz’s grim equation: 794,000 versus 540,000 (according to a consensus of scholars).14 Again, no side ‘won’ this series of gruesome encounters: the Germans withdrew and were reinforced; the British consolidated their modest gains.

Certain military experts now calmly remind us of the chief ‘benefit’ of the Somme: it taught Allied commanders useful tactical lessons, chiefly the correct application of the creeping barrage, without which they could not have won the war. The Great War would be a steep and bloody learning curve. Of course, Germany could cite the same lessons: the learning curve proceeded at a similar pace for both sides, ceding no ultimate advantage. In any case, the Allied armies did not fight the Somme purely to learn ‘lessons’ and educate the commanders. The more intelligent and innovative generals (Britain’s Herbert Plumer, Australia’s John Monash and Canada’s Arthur Currie) did not need the Somme to teach them the point of the creeping barrage, or evidence of its failure in the mass graves of the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic dead. In this light, one can’t help wondering how families who’d lost their sons on the Somme would have reacted to this ex post facto justification for the battle: ‘Oh, we had to fight the Somme to teach the generals how to fire the heavy guns. Sorry about your boy.’

The third year of the Great War ended in stalemate after the bloodiest contests in history. Censorship could not shield the public from the casualty lists, which crowded the newspaper columns and reduced whole communities to despair. Some towns, such as Accrington, in East Lancashire, were rumoured to have lost nearly all their young men. The Somme had annihilated many ‘pals battalions’ – i.e. drawn from the same communities or industries – nourishing an impression that an entire generation was being systematically wiped out.

British High Command defended their actions on the grounds that the Germans must never be allowed to rest; the offensive spirit must be kept high; the German Army must be worn down. At the end of this ‘wearing-down war’, whenever it finally came, the victor would be the last man standing. That prospect did not unduly trouble the Allied generals. In 1917, the British commanders knew they were losing men at a faster rate than Germany, but they also knew they would soon draw on a far deeper pool of manpower, once France had recovered and the Americans had arrived. Yes, they would probably lose more men in absolute terms, but Germany and Austria-Hungary would exhaust their reserves more quickly. By that brutal logic, the Entente would win the war.

 

On the trains and ships bound for France they came, the usual boisterous, overconfident young men, keening for battle and ‘killing the Boche’ (or ‘Tommies’, on the German side). Many found refuge in jokes; others were thoughtful, ruminant, or immersed in their books. Many were quietly terrified. If most had shared Norman Collins’s feelings in 1914 – ‘I felt I had to defend our country’15 – and the writer A. P. Herbert’s sense that he’d been ‘calmly persuaded’ to go to war ‘for a just cause’,16 fewer felt that way in 1917. The thrill of the declaration of war had dissipated, and the patriotic affection of earlier years had cooled into something harder, more ruthless, or, at any rate, less self-deceiving. The men who had trained the new recruits had served on the Western Front and seen the carnage, after all.

By 1917, their illusion of invincibility had waned. The romance of war, the boyish hero-worship, the glory of the charge, their faith in the cause had come unstuck. The soldiers had heard all about the Somme and Verdun. They’d seen the wounded in the streets – the lucky ones – or heard about the rest: shellfire could disembowel, decapitate and castrate you. If your friend beside you took a direct hit, you’d be covered in his blood and entrails. Artillery would tear apart ‘the pleasant fringes of war … and drinking in strange towns’ with the indiscriminate power of an epidemic.17 Chlorine and phosgene gases would kill you slowly, in great agony (mustard gas would not be used until July 1917).

To say you’d enlisted for god, king or country invited ridicule from hardened veterans. The soldiers were no longer ‘duped by the War talk’, wrote Richard Aldington, an officer in the Royal Sussex Regiment in 1917, in his autobiographical novel of the war: ‘They laughed at the newspapers. Any new-comer who tried to be a bit high falutin was at once snubbed with, “Fer Christ’s sake don’t talk patriotic!” They went on with a sort of stubborn despair …’18

Others shared Private Neville Hind’s hardened sense of duty: ‘from the first day I put on Khaki, I accepted the moral responsibility for killing Germans, just as the Conscientious Objector refuses from the outset’.19 There was little glory in it; it was a job. Hind’s low-key departure, like most, was bereft of the euphoria of earlier years: a small crowd saw his regiment off. Some troops sang and shouted from the carriages, ‘though others were silent’20 – such as the CardiffCity ex-professional footballer and the Northumberland miner, ‘very kind, generous and soft-hearted; getting on for 40, leaving home, maybe for the first time, and feeling it very acutely, leaving a wife and family’.21 ‘Old’ soldiers just back from the front had told the men what to expect. Hind’s 25-year-old platoon sergeant, puffing away on a Woodbine at the station, cried ‘like a child at the brutality of men’ as his unit departed. Hind’s regimental chaplain, who had also ‘been out’, stood on the platform looking ‘grave, yet in a sense cheery’.22

They travelled all night to Folkestone and boarded a packed troop ship escorted by a destroyer: the submarine threat was at its height in 1917. During the crossing to France, they passed a hospital ship, a reminder of what ‘all knew, tho’ none said, that there were some of us would never return’.23 The songs had changed. Few sang the rousing tunes that piped them into battle in 1914 and 1915: ‘Take Me Back to Dear Old Blighty’ had replaced ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’.24 But their sense of humour, ‘the great safety-valve of a soldier’, never deserted them.25 On New Year’s Eve of 1916–17, to the tune of ‘Auld Lang Syne’, they sang:


We’re here because we’re here,

Because we’re here, because we’re here,

We’re here because we’re here,

Because we’re here, because we’re here.26



 

The Seabrook brothers, George, 25, Theo, 24, and Keith, 20, sailed from Sydney aboard the troop ship Ascanius on 25 October 1916 and landed at Devonport, Plymouth, on 28 December. The eldest of eight children, the brothers formed the core of a close-knit, if peripatetic family. George was an apprentice painter, Theo a fireman, and Keith a telephone operator. Pre-war photos show their father, William, padded up and playing cricket with his sons, like any other Australian dad, in the backyard of their inner-city cottage.

Their mother Fanny (née Isabel Ross) came from a prosperous family of staunch Methodists, proprietors of the general store in Grafton, a town in northern New South Wales. This determined young woman became the rock on which her growing brood relied. ‘I’ve never heard anyone in the family say a harsh word about her,’ recalls one relative. ‘She held the family together.’27 Her elfin face and small frame belied a strong-willed woman of stoic calm, in marked distinction to the erratic, vulnerable disposition of her husband, William.

In 1916, the Seabrooks settled in Petersham, a working-class suburb of Sydney, where William resumed his trade as a railway carpenter, offering Fanny a welcome respite from his exhausting delusions. William had hitherto persuaded himself, Micawber-like, that his fortune lay around the next bend, in pursuit of which he’d dragged the family across the country on various doomed excursions – to Fremantle, in Western Australia, to invest in a dolomite mine; back to New South Wales, to the town of Armidale, to open a book-shop; and elsewhere, with new ideas and get-rich-quick schemes, none of which amounted to much.

George and Theo enlisted for service abroad in the Australian Army in August 1916; their younger brother Keith, aged nineteen, required his parents’ ‘full permission to enlist for active service abroad’, which he received the same month. Despite his youth, Keith had had experience as a junior officer in the militia, and would receive an acting sergeant’s and later a lieutenant’s rank. They signed the oath that bound the Dominions to defend the British realm:


I [name] swear that I will well and truly serve our Sovereign Lord the King in the Australian Imperial Force … and that I will resist His Majesty’s enemies and cause His Majesty’s peace to be kept and maintained …28



They then passed their medical examinations – free of scrofula, phthisis, syphilis, impaired constitution, defective intelligence, defects of vision, voice or hearing, haemorrhoids, severe varicose veins, marked varicocele with unusually pendant testicle, inveterate cutaneous disease, chronic ulcers, traces of corporal punishment or evidence of having been marked with the letters D. [Deserter] or B.C. [Bad Character], contracted or deformed chest, and abnormal curvature of the spine – and were pronounced ‘fit for active service’.29

The voyage to England took them via Colombo, South Africa and Dakar. The day after their arrival, they marched into a training camp at Rollestone, near Salisbury. On leave, they visited London. Their postcards offer a glimpse of their characters: George had recovered from the death of his wife, in January 1916, and he wrote home with great enthusiasm. Theo lacked his brothers’ self-confidence yet ‘loved to poke fun’ at them all.30 Keith was the more responsible, and wrote of his brothers’ health and plans.

They were all having a ‘glorious time’ in London. ‘This place is very cold, we had a good fall of snow yesterday,’ Keith told his grandmother.31 They had ‘had a great time riding on the buses, no doubt you would too,’ they told their little sister Jean.32 ‘My word,’ they wrote to their youngest brother, Clarrie, ‘you would jump with glee if you where [sic] in London …’33

 

At about this time, a young Englishman with a markedly different background to the Seabrooks was serving as a junior officer in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps. Like so many former public school boys, the Old Etonian Desmond Allhusen had enlisted as soon as he left school, in August 1914. At news of the declaration of war, Allhusen and his friends rejoiced. ‘There were scenes of wild enthusiasm,’ Desmond noted in his diary. ‘A form of parting much used among the cadet school-leavers was “Good-bye. See you again in Hell”.’34 Later that evening, Desmond found his brother Rupert in his room, ‘sharpening his sword’.

On 15 August 1914, Allhusen was gazetted as a second lieutenant. He attended the Royal Military College, Sandhurst the following year. ‘I can’t recollect having learnt anything there,’ he wrote, ‘but the time passed very pleasantly … The Old Etonian coterie was exempt from most of the orders … and we amused ourselves without much interference.’35

He left Sandhurst shortly before his nineteenth birthday and sailed for France on the night of 5 October 1915, in charge of a platoon of working men several years older. At Le Havre, he discovered that he’d already drunk most of the brandy that he’d brought for the battlefield. His regiment camped on a hill above Honfleur, the scene of Henry V’s ‘once more into the breach’ scene, he remarked.36

Allhusen suffered from recurring jaundice, yet he repeatedly persuaded medical boards to pass him fit. ‘This was not very difficult,’ he wrote in 1916, after a three-month convalescence, ‘as at this time Boards took the view that if anybody said he was fit he was certain to be.’ Another man, he noticed, passed fit and ‘could hardly walk’.37

Allhusen spent the first half of 1917 either in hospital or on sick leave. His frequent Channel crossings showed how total war had transformed the voyage. In 1915, he’d been ‘shown to my cabin by a steward, asking unnecessary questions about breakfast next morning. I had slept between sheets and had, in general, travelled to the war like a gentleman.’ In 1917:


I was bundled onto a small, smelly, overcrowded boat, hermetically sealed to stop the slightest glimmer of light showing. It was just a question of getting as many human beings on board as the ship would carry. There was barely standing room for everybody, and no question of lying down.



After hours at sea, ‘the atmosphere was indescribable’.38

 

Nineteen-year-old Corporal John Ronald Skirth, of Eastbourne, had had a protected, Christian upbringing. He excelled at maths and enjoyed reading the Romantic poets. A few weeks before he left for France, in March 1917, he realised that he’d ‘fallen in love’ with Ella, a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl. The couple promised to devote their lives to each other when he came home – a common enough dream. He sailed on the Mona’s Queen, an antiquated old bucket of a paddle steamer from the Isle of Man, which would be sunk by a German submarine on her return trip.39

Skirth arrived at Le Havre at dawn on 1 April and spent the first two nights under canvas bell tents in pouring rain. In his wallet, he carried a photo of Ella, ‘wearing the spotted white dress she wore the day I fell in love with her’.40 According to his identity disc, Skirth was officially ‘120331 Corporal Skirth, J.R., B.C.A., C. of E., 239 Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery’. B.C.A. stood for ‘battery commander’s assistant’, whose job was to gather the information on weather, wind, distance, topography and other variables necessary to calculate the target range for the guns. His battery operated the ‘heavies’ – heavy guns that fired 6- or 9.2-inch-calibre shells – as well as four howitzers, ‘stubby fat-looking monsters’, weighing two tons each, which had to be towed to the front behind tractors.

Skirth’s naivety made him an easy target for his friends, the ‘Tyneside Twins’ Geordie and Bill, who mocked him for his two stripes, ‘posh’ accent and ‘because I was barmy enough to read poetry’.41 They quickly fastened onto Skirth’s sexual inexperience (he was a virgin): ‘[T]hey were a decade ahead of me in … their familiarity with every detail of the female anatomy.’ Skirth’s other ‘best friend’ was a red-haired, six-foot amateur Scottish boxing champion from Glasgow, called Jock Shiels. In a few months, Jock would drag Skirth out of a gas-filled shell hole, ‘in which, but for him I would have died a painful death’.42

Skirth grew to hate his commanding officer ‘more than any of my country’s enemies’, a man who ‘in every way possible sought to humiliate me’.43 This officer, a public school and Camberley Staff College-educated ‘100% professional’ and recipient of the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), wore a neat, steel-grey moustache on a face ‘desiccated into parchment’ by the suns of India and Aden. Clearly, he had little time for men like Skirth, whom he regarded as delicate examples of the ‘New Army’; yet he valued Skirth’s maths brain, which served as the battery’s ‘calculating machine’.44

In turn, the commanding officer was apparently unpopular throughout the ranks. ‘Everyone,’ Skirth recalls, ‘from senior officers down to the humblest ranked gunner feared [him]. I never saw him smile. I never heard him utter one word of praise to anyone. I never saw him perform one act of kindness. In addition I never saw his face register emotion of any kind – until one terrible day at Passchendaele.’45

 

Fathers faced a tough choice: should they avoid the risk of denying their children a father’s love and care? Or should they offer their country their able bodies in its time of need? In 1914, the 34-year-old E. C. Allfree was ‘just a peaceful solicitor’ living in Broadstairs, east Kent, ‘with a wife and three children to keep’. When Britain declared war, he was sitting in the Country Inn near Canterbury ‘watching the cricket during the Canterbury Cricket Week’. He had had no military training, never fired a rifle and didn’t know how to ride. What good would I be as a soldier, he wondered. How could I leave my wife and family? Who would support them? What would happen to my business?46

Posters and the press warned him that Britain needed every fit man, and he hurt his wife’s feelings when he said, ‘This is the first time I have ever wished I was not married.’47 He was not being unkind: ‘I meant that if one was single, one would be relieved of that horrible indecision as to what one’s duty was.’ As a married man, he enlisted in the Derby Scheme’s reserves, composed of those willing to go but not yet needed. He served as a ‘special constable’, drilled and practised shooting, guarded the local waterworks in case enemy aliens poisoned the water and wandered around at night ‘looking for spies and landing parties and finding none …’48

The demands on manpower soon came knocking. On 10 June 1916, his group were ordered to present themselves at Canterbury Barracks. By then, Allfree’s wife, Dolly, had given birth to a fourth child, now six months old. Allfree moved the family from Broadstairs – then vulnerable to German air raids – to a cottage in Herne Bay and drew up his will.

Noting Allfree’s above-average intelligence, the army awarded him a commission, and he joined the Royal Garrison Artillery. On 27 April 1917, the new Lieutenant Allfree sailed from Southampton aboard the SS King Edward, which was ‘absolutely packed … soldiers everywhere as tight as sardines’. They crossed the Channel in darkness, escorted on either side by ‘torpedo boats’ to protect them from enemy submarines. Men slept in their lifebelts, in the gangways and on the decks, ‘everywhere and on everything’. Allfree did not sleep: ‘there seemed no spot that invited sleep. I leant over the side of the ship and drank in the weirdness of it all.’49 All through the night, the only sounds were the chunck, chunck, chunck of the engines and the swish of the black water along the ship’s sides.

 

At first sight, Lieutenant Patrick Campbell, nineteen, seemed another sensitive middle-class young man prone to fall prey to his imagination and crack up. Like many junior officers, Campbell was barely a man: his voice had not yet fully broken, he lacked self-confidence and his platoon’s carnal sense of humour shocked him.

In April 1917, he was saying goodbye to his parents on the platform at Oxford Station. It was ‘very disagreeable’, he recalls.50

They had already lost one son and their eldest was stationed in Mesopotamia. The previous night, his father had read to him from St John’s Gospel, ‘Let not your Heart be Troubled, neither let it be Afraid,’ and advised him that he could do ‘what any Tom, Dick or Harry’ had done. His mother offered more practical advice: ‘You have to go, I know you wouldn’t be happy if all the others went and you were left behind.’51

From the ship’s deck, Campbell looked down on the near-deserted wharves: ‘Nobody … was interested, no-one was seeing us off, there would be no waving from the shore.’52 The thought that he would not make a good officer tormented him. He felt afraid, not of death, but of fear itself. Touching in its pathos is his youthful idea that a prefect’s beating or a game of football would prepare him for artillery fire: ‘I had been able to bear these things as well as anyone else, I should be able to bear shellfire. But a slight doubt remained, I could not entirely banish the feeling of unease.’53 Campbell gazed at the stars and looked forward to ‘my first view of a foreign country’ and the beginning of ‘a Great Adventure’.54

Over many of these men, observed Richard Aldington, ‘hung a sense of doom’, which a British staffofficer ‘admirably if somewhat ruthlessly expressed’ to a meeting of subalterns. ‘You are the War generation,’ he said. ‘You were born to fight this War, and it’s got to be won … So far as you are concerned as individuals it doesn’t matter a tinker’s damn whether you are killed or not. Most probably you will be killed, most of you.’55


2

THE HUMAN FACTOR


I am ‘meant to win’ by some Superior Power.

Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, in a letter to wife, 27 December 1915



I am not prepared to accept the position of a butcher’s boy driving cattle to the slaughter.

Prime Minister David Lloyd George, 9 February 1917





At what cost was the war worth winning? Would the great struggle extirpate the European powers, their empires and Western civilisation itself? For what were they fighting: king and country, freedom, the privileges of the ruling class, the war profiteers? If they were winning, why did they have so little to eat? At the start of 1917, people of all political persuasions and social backgrounds, from Liverpool factory workers to liberal intellectuals, German housewives to Russian Bolsheviks, were asking such questions. The huge losses on the Somme, at Verdun and in the eastern theatre had traumatised European society, and rumblings of dissent were growing: workers were refusing to work in war industries; civilians were turning against the war; even rogue conservatives were rethinking whether the huge cost was worth it. The Australian people upset Britain (and infuriated the Labor prime minister, Billy Hughes, who lost his seat as a result) by narrowly rejecting conscription in a national referendum on 28 October 1916, sending a clear message that the little dominion would not jump to fulfil British demands for more men.

And men were precisely what the British war effort needed. ‘The overwhelming preponderance in man power,’ David Lloyd George later wrote, ‘which had given the Allies such a false sense of security and lured them in 1915 and 1916 into enterprises where human life was thrown lavishly and recklessly into the conflagration to feed the flames as if there was an endless store of available men in reserve, had now practically disappeared.’ Militarily, the Central Powers looked ‘stronger and more unbreakable than they had ever been’.1

By 1917, the belligerents’ ‘war aims’ had fundamentally shifted. The Entente Powers (Britain, France and Russia) continued to insist on their 1914 goals – that they were at war to punish German aggression and liberate Europe from tyranny. Germany and her allies continued to insist that they were fighting a defensive war, a ‘preventive strike’, to secure the Reich and their empires against the three-way vice of the Triple Entente. By now, however, the world had changed, and the powers adjusted their policies and propaganda accordingly. Tsarist Russia teetered on the brink of collapse, and France and Britain were gravely weakened: the Triple Entente looked like crumbling, and deep pessimism infected the three governments. Britain and France used state propaganda and an acquiescent press to reassure their people that they were engaged in a sacred struggle to avenge the immense sacrifices of 1916. Germany had come through 1916 in a stronger state, and the Prussian High Command believed they could win the war and implement the fantastic program for European conquest that they’d unveiled in September 1914, to which the German government had not committed.

In fact, the European powers were in a state of crystallising panic. They had everything to lose if they lost – their empires, markets and financial power. A new enemy, the ‘enemy within’, was threatening to overthrow the very systems of government that had prevailed for centuries, founded on the divine right of kings, imperial rule (and partial democracy), and the concentration of capital in the hands of a small elite. The new socialist and liberal parties were determined to overturn the political order that had tolerated systemic inequity and social exclusion. Extremists in Russia and Germany went further: they aimed to dismember the ruling classes and reorder society along communist lines. A spectre was indeed haunting Europe, as Karl Marx had warned: workers were organising and unions railing against their employers. The shortage of food and huge casualties were political gifts to opposition parties such as Germany’s Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the British Labour Party. On the extreme fringes, the Bolsheviks, Anarchists and other militant movements welcomed the prospect of their nations’ military collapse as the handmaiden of revolution and the decapitation of the bourgeoisie. Lenin, the Bolsheviks’ self-exiled leader, longed for his country’s defeat as an opportunity to seize power and destroy Tsarism forever. The authoritarians in power in Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary played into their hands by refusing even moderate social reform.

Even that relatively docile political species, the British worker, had begun to place class loyalty ahead of loyalty to country. Socialist leaders exploited the widespread feeling that the English aristocracy who had taken Britain to war in 1914 had more in common with their German and Russian counterparts than with the ordinary people of their country. The perception exacerbated extreme social tension. Relatively liberal Britain, driven by rising political stars David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill, had made concessions to social reform: the introduction, for example, of a collective labour law (Trade Disputes Act 1906), a nod at security for the elderly (Old Age Pensions Act 1908) and provision of assistance to the unemployed (National Insurance Act 1911). The irony of the state caring for the old and unemployed while killing offthe young was not lost on many soldiers.

If Britain was a beacon of social progress in the leaden, authoritarian facade of Europe, her government postponed deeper reforms: to extend votes to women, improve public healthcare and alleviate extreme poverty. Mothers had no say in the choice of government that would force her sons to fight and die, if necessary. Many workers were outraged at the profiteering of war-related businesses at a time of extreme food shortages: a record number of strikes would animate 1917. All of this alarmed the richest echelons and capital-owning classes. A glance at the graphs in Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century shows just what was at stake for Europe’s upper orders: in 1914, total net private wealth in Europe was worth about 600–700 per cent of national income.2 The elites had everything to lose if they lost the war.

Governments were thus acutely aware that they were fighting two wars: against the enemy without, who wanted to carve up their empires and extract a big war dividend; and against the enemy within, who wanted social reform, votes and higher wages (or the ‘redistribution of capital’). The year of 1917 would see the most acute expression of this inner-outer tension, especially in Russia. Only total victory would give the German, Russian and Austro-Hungarian regimes the authority they needed to defeat their internal enemies and preserve their empires. Having refused to liberalise their otiose systems, they had little choice other than to fight to the bitter end, for their ancient privileges and financial power, the preservation of which they continued to sell to their people as a noble sacrifice for god, the Fatherland and the incumbent crowned head.

In sum, the Great Powers’ war aims now boiled down to ‘victory at all costs’, as the German historian Holger Herwig concludes:


the more the war cost in blood and treasure and the longer it went on, the greater the clamour for post-war gains. The conservative regimes of the Central Powers feared that failure to bring home vast indemnities and annexations would endanger their near-exclusive rights to rule.3



The crowning irony is that the imperial dynasties of Russia, Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans were genuinely at risk just as their people were losing interest in defending them.

 

While most governments and their press pulpits continued to bellow for war, a rising number of moderate, middle-class people were beginning to disagree with them, on moral and religious grounds. Shocked by the huge losses on the Western Front, many British, French and German people no longer believed the costs justified the aims of the war, whatever they happened to be. The Catholic Church had made its opposition to the war very clear, and would make several doomed appeals for a peaceful settlement. Indeed, one of the church’s most outspoken anti-war voices was Daniel Mannix, the Irish-born Catholic archbishop of Australia, who provoked uproar in 1917 by damning the global conflict as ‘just an ordinary trade war’.4 In Germany, middle-class women who couldn’t feed their children were taking to the streets in violent protests, stealing and attacking shops. For them, a looted ham meant far more than news of the fall of Bucharest.5

Powerful government officials felt moved to find a peaceful solution. An eminent British example was the former Conservative foreign secretary and statesman Lord Lansdowne (Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice, 5th Marquess of Lansdowne), who, in November 1916, privately circulated a letter in the Cabinet urging the government to seek a negotiated peace with Germany. No war aims could be advanced after the Somme, Lansdowne argued, that would recompense Britain for the cost of victory in the blood of the nation’s youth.6 The British Government were aghast that so prominent a Conservative should put forward a ‘defeatist’ position. It was considered exceedingly bad form, notwithstanding the fact that several powerful figures, including Herbert Asquith, the embattled Liberal prime minister who had recently lost his son on the Somme, were ‘in complete concurrence’ with Lansdowne.7

Lansdowne’s plea fell on barren ground. A strong majority in Cabinet supported the war, and would accept nothing less than Germany’s unconditional surrender. A peace deal that failed to secure this, they declared, for which so many had paid the supreme sacrifice, was not worth the paper it was printed on. The huge casualty lists reproached both sides of the argument: those who would politicise the soldiers’ sacrifice to justify further slaughter in the guise of vengeance; and those who would undermine the sacrifice by negotiating an ‘unworthy’ peace.

Lansdowne looked forlorn when, on 12 December 1916, the Allies received Berlin’s notorious ‘Peace Note’, signed by Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg. From a position of ‘indestructible strength’, having won ‘considerable successes’, it declared, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Turkey would ‘not seek to crush or annihilate’ their adversaries. On the contrary, ‘conscious of their military and economic power’ and their readiness ‘to carry on to the end, if they must, the struggle that is forced upon them’, they proposed ‘to enter even now into peace negotiations’.8

The tone of haughty triumphalism struck entirely the wrong note: the German Peace Note was risible, London, Saint Petersburg and Paris swiftly decided. It made no concessions, failed to mention the restoration of Belgian and Serbian sovereignty, and amounted to a display of Teutonic chest thumping. Russia rejected the Note on 15 December, followed by France and Britain two weeks later. It coincided with the appointment of a new British Liberal prime minister who would attempt to rejuvenate the nation and transform the mood of despair into a new faith in victory.

 

A formidable political leader with the hide of a rhino and the personal drive to bind the Liberal–Conservative coalition in an all-out effort to defeat Germany: that was how David Lloyd George sold himself as the fittest man to rule Britain at war – and, by extension, the Dominion armies. We haven’t the space to navigate the full circumference of this colossus of British politics. (I recommend biographies by Roy Hattersley, John Grigg and Peter Rowland.)9 We aim chiefly to distil the personal attributes of this immensely gifted, exceptionally self-confident and deeply duplicitous character that helped or hindered his leadership in the darkest year of the war, after which the memory of Passchendaele would weigh on his conscience for the rest of his life.

David Lloyd George was a genuine radical of British politics. The English instinctively distrusted this Welsh firebrand. And yet, to call him ‘the Great Outsider’ is half-accurate: his huge ambition, forceful personality, soaring oratory and divisive political style compelled others to conform to him, rather than he to them. Iconoclastic, contemptuous of (English) tradition, Lloyd George used his points of difference to bend the establishment to his will and recreate the political order in his image. By 1917, ‘the Great Insider’ more accurately described his central place in British power, dominating the four-man War Cabinet that he appointed to run the war: the great outsider would soon turn the inside out.

Lloyd George’s ability to slash away at impediments to action and bully his opponents into submission won the grudging support of his harshest critics and most avowed enemies. These were the personal attributes with which, as minister of Munitions (a department he created), he had broken the shell famine, launched the tank-building program and reorganised procurement; as chancellor, introduced old-age pensions and laid the foundations of the modern welfare state; and as prime minister, transformed the Cabinet and the nation into a war-winning political machine. That is the familiar, outward character of Lloyd George. To cut a keener profile of his leadership during Third Ypres requires a sharper scalpel.

Born in Manchester and raised in a Welsh village, David George lost his father as a boy and grew up under the powerful influence of his uncle, Richard Lloyd, who was determined to ensure that his gifted nephew received a solid religious education. We need not dwell on the small Baptist sect in which the Georges worshipped, except to say that the Children of God, or the ‘Campbellites’, as they were known, gave the boy his first taste of English ‘oppression’. Young David found it intolerable that the Welsh nonconformist faith should be subject to the laws and traditions of the Church of England and would later deploy his sense of outrage at this ‘injustice’ as a political weapon.

As he rose in the world, by stages a journalist, lawyer and politician, Lloyd George honed his talent for speech-making into a crushing ad hominem style. His political oratory sizzled with personal rancour, burning offmuch of the substance that lay within it. His speeches advanced like an artillery barrage and were ‘almost entirely destructive’, observed Hattersley: ‘Demolition of his opponents’ arguments was rarely followed by the construction of something to put in their place. There was never a suggestion of an underlying ideology or philosophical principle – both of which were alien to his nature.’10 As Lloyd George himself observed, he was never quite sure what he really stood for. In spirit a pacifist – he had opposed the Boer War – he abandoned any outward show of pacifism during the Great War. He entertained no ideology or set of guiding principles. ‘I know I have the religious temperament,’ he wrote as a young man, ‘but if an angel from Heaven came to demand it, I could not write down what my convictions are.’11 He cleaved to his own gut feel and ideas rather than to those of any political party or creed.

As a mature politician, Lloyd George relished the role of fixer and arch manipulator, for whom everything was in flux and nothing beyond his will to amend or reverse. Under Lloyd George, ‘Was it rule by a dictator or a democrat?’ wondered the Welsh historian Kenneth O. Morgan. ‘Did any consistent principle animate the “man in the saddle”, or was it all opportunism gone berserk?’12 Even Lloyd George’s closest associates were unable to answer with certainty. John Maynard Keynes later alleged that the values of Wales’s ‘Great Commoner’ were ‘rooted in nothing’.13 The prime minister’s friendships were as fragile as his sense of loyalty, a virtue he used sparingly. Nowhere would he find a natural ‘fit’ in the partisan swim of politics; rather, he sought to enmesh the fish that surrounded him in his school of thought. One idea that possessed him was the iniquity of unearned income (rentiers, inheritors, investors, and so on), and he waged a lifelong campaign against inherited wealth of the kind that had enriched his future commander-in-chief, Douglas Haig.

 

On 10 April 1908, Prime Minister Asquith formally offered Lloyd George the job of chancellor of the exchequer. Despite Lloyd George’s many enemies, who accused him of leaking the news to the press in order to pre-empt a royal veto (King Edward VII disapproved of his philandering), his success as president of the Board of Trade couldn’t be overlooked. Lloyd George’s letter of acceptance revealed the man in full: ‘Men whose promotion is not sustained by birth or other favouring conditions are always liable to be assailed with suspicions of this sort.’14

Germany’s invasion of Belgium in August 1914 won Lloyd George over to the hawks, whose war he’d hitherto opposed. Some construed his conversion as brazen self-interest masquerading as principle; yet who in politics has not mixed principle with self-interest? His decision to back the war combined his abhorrence of military aggression, his support for Britain’s treaty obligations to Belgium, and his political ambitions. Suddenly, the war was very popular, and so was Lloyd George.

Once he’d declared his hand, he threw all his verbal and political powers at rallying the people to the war effort. ‘It will be a terrible war,’ he boomed, in his great speech at Queen’s Hall, London, on 19 September 1914. ‘But in the end we will march through terror to triumph.’ Invoking his homeland in the famous metaphor ‘I know a valley in North Wales between the mountains and the sea … a beautiful valley, snug, comfortable, sheltered’,15 he warned the British people that they had been living in a valley like it for too long and had turned selfish and indulgent. The war would shake them to their senses.

Lloyd George took a close interest in military strategy – close enough (he felt) to pass judgement on the authority of Field Marshal Horatio Herbert Kitchener. The hero of the Battle of Omdurman (1898), commander-in-chief of India, and now war secretary knew a thing or two about drill. By contrast, Lloyd George had spent a testing week or so in the militia. That did nothing to dissuade the latter from pressing Kitchener to open a third front outside France, an idea Winston Churchill embraced. Intensely irritated, Kitchener knocked the idea down. (Churchill would soon bring it disastrously back to life, in the Dardanelles.)

Kitchener’s aristocratic hauteur did little to inhibit the Baptist upstart from the Welsh hills, who would later describe the war secretary as ‘a good poster but a bad general’,16 and uncharitably dismiss him, after his death in 1916, as ‘a driving force’ with ‘no mental powers’.17 Lloyd George’s scornful assessment of the then highest ranking British soldier was a mere shadow of his bruising relationship with the soft-spoken, straightforward Scot soon to become commander-in-chief of the British forces on the Western Front, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig.

Lloyd George quickly came to be seen as the war leader in waiting: who else had the energy and mental toughness to lead Britain to victory? Who else could win over the people? The glaring answer took shape in his mind, until ‘winning the war became … an aspect of his destiny which had to be fulfilled’.18 Even his Tory enemies accepted his accession as inevitable. The former Conservative prime minister Lord Balfour disagreed with his policies yet came to see Lloyd George as the saviour of the nation: ‘[T]he only man who can, at this moment, break down the barriers of red tape and see that the brains of the country are made use of’.19 Indeed, if he believed in anything, Lloyd George believed in action, in getting things done. At 7.30 pm on 7 December 1916, Lloyd George ‘accepted’ the prime ministership from the incumbent, Herbert Asquith, as head of a precarious Liberal–Conservative coalition.

The war, not Lloyd George, had destroyed Asquith. The death of his son Raymond, an officer in the Grenadier Guards, on the Somme in September 1916 had reduced the Liberal prime minister to a ghostly presence in Westminster. Unbearable grief rendered him unfit to govern the nation at war, as he later admitted. ‘Whatever pride I had in the past,’ he wrote of his son’s death, ‘and whatever hope I had in the future, by much the largest part was invested in him. Now all that has gone.’20

Lloyd George had secured the leadership of the Conservative-dominated coalition government, in cahoots with several powerful Conservatives and two press barons.21 A condition for the Tories’ support carried a heavy hostage to fortune: they would not abide the sacking of Douglas Haig, the commander-in-chief of the British and Dominion forces in France. That condition grated, for Lloyd George had repeatedly made public his abhorrence of Haig’s methods. There would be no more Sommes, he had warned, in November 1916. Glaring at the journalist Charles à Court Repington, the new prime minister repeated the message on 9 February 1917: ‘I am not prepared to accept the position of a butcher’s boy driving cattle to the slaughter.’ Repington dismissed this as sentimentality.22

Lloyd George’s revulsion at the losses on the Somme was sincere, and he would spend the rest of the war championing a third front, in an effort to minimise British casualties. The prime minister failed or refused to accept his commanders’ conviction that the war must be fought and won on the Western Front, at Germany’s strongest point, and that the only way was to continue battering away at the enemy’s trench lines with vast armies, machine guns and heavy artillery. The seeds of a disastrous relationship were sown.

 

The new prime minister took charge of a nation reeling from her recent ‘victories’. A pall of grief hung over thousands of British and Dominion homes. The very real fear of defeat animated the highest officers in the realm: German and Austro-Hungarian forces had stalled Russia’s advance, held the Italians, and overrun Romania; German U-boats were sinking a rising toll of British shipping; the French were mutinous and exhausted; and the Americans would not arrive in strength until mid-1918. Lloyd George would have none of this defeatism. His greatest political asset was his war-winning confidence and calm in the face of destruction. He flourished in adversity. There would be ‘no compromise, no deals done, no talk of peace’ under a Lloyd George government. ‘How shall we win’ was the only counsel the War Cabinet listened to.23

In his first weeks in power, the prime minister moved to put the nation on a total war footing. The primacy of supply was second nature to the man who had created the Ministry of Munitions. In this spirit, he cut the size of the War Cabinet, to make it more responsive, and able to make fast decisions. Almost immediately, he created a string of new ministries to address the emergency: Shipping, Labour, Food and Pensions – and, later, National Service and Reconstruction – all of them radiating outwards from the ‘supreme arbiter’, the prime minister.24 With admirable
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