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Introduction

Landrecies to Cambrai represents a series of articles that ran in the Army Quarterly between January 1924 and April 1939. The author, Captain G.C. Wynne, was a Great War veteran, and thus had a working knowledge of the British Army during the conflict, as well as a thorough knowledge of the subsequent historiography of the conflict that was imparted from his work with the Historical Section of the Committee for Imperial Defence. With a fluency in German, he seems to have kept very much upto-date with the latest publications in that language; the interwar output of German unit histories and other materials was prodigious. Indeed, Wynne appears to have contributed numerous book reviews and notices of the latest Great War German literature to the Army Quarterly.

The original running order of the series was as follows:


‘The German defence during the Battle of the Somme July 1916 part 1’
January 1924, pp 245–259




‘The German defence during the Battle of the Somme July 1916 part 2’
April 1924, pp 72–85




‘The fight for Hill 70, 25–26 September 1915’
July 1924, pp 261–273




‘Mametz Wood and Contalmaison, 9-10 July 1916’
January 1925, pp 245–259




‘Delville Wood, 14-19 July 1916’
October 1925, pp 58–69




‘The German defence of Bernafay and Trônes Woods, 2-14 July 1916 part 1’
October 1926, pp 19–32




‘The German defence of Bernafay and Trônes Woods, 2-14 July 1916 part 2’
January 1927, pp 252–260




‘The German attack at Vimy Ridge, May 1916’
October 1928, pp 66–77




‘Cambrai – the action of the German 107th Division’
July 1930, pp 286–291




‘The Somme, 15 September 1916’
July 1933, pp 300–308




‘The capture of Thiepval, 26 September 1916’
January 1934, pp 215–224




‘In front of Beaumont-Hamel, 13 November 1916’
April 1934, pp 27–36




‘The night attack at Landrecies, 25 August 1914’
July 1934, pp 247–254




‘The fight for Zonnebeke, 26 September 1917’
October 1934, pp 54–62




‘The fight for Inverness Copse, 22-24 August 1917’
January 1935, pp 297–303




‘The Battle of Vimy Ridge, 9 April 1917’
October 1936, pp 51–57




‘Aubers Ridge, 9 May 1915’
July 1938, pp 242–248




‘Neuve Chapelle, 10-12 March 1915’
October 1938, pp 30–46




‘Battle of Arras, 9 April 1917’
April 1939, pp 29–47



The tenet of the articles is to compare and contrast British and German practices on the one hand, and perhaps more particularly to shed light on ‘The Other Side of the Hill’, which was the name for the series as it appeared in the Army Quarterly. As Wynne wrote in a footnote to his first article:


Mr. Croker, in his Correspondence and Diaries, relates that once when he and the Duke of Wellington were travelling on the north road they amused themselves by guessing what sort of country they would find on the other side of the hills they drove up, “and, when I expressed surprise at some extraordinary good guesses he had made, he (the Duke) said, ‘Why, I have spent all my life in trying to guess what was at the other side of the hill.’” We propose in a series of articles, of which this is the first to appear, to give our readers a description, from the enemy's point of view, of what was happening on “the other side of the hill” during some of the principal battles during the late war.1



Wynne's comments about British tactics and training are frequently critical, particularly when discussing wider issues, such as the insistence of the use of what the Germans termed the Materialschlacht, with its use of massed bombardment. But, it is in the series' extensive use (and quotation) from German regimental histories wherein its chief use lies. Even now, this huge literature is frequently ignored. Yet with a high proportion of the original records destroyed during the Second World War, these books stand as a vital testament of the Imperial German Army's activities. This collection seeks to rescue some of this information from obscurity.

Drawing upon his articles for the Army Quarterly and further research Wynne wrote the classic, if controversial, If Germany Attacks in the late 1930s. It was prepared for publication in 1939, and a first printing was completed by Faber and Faber, only for this to fall foul of wartime sensitivities. The publishers declared “…that it would be inappropriate to issue the volume during the hostilities as the text was highly critical of the British command and would lead to discouragement and lack of confidence in the army authorities.”2 Instead, a considerably watered-down edition was published, with offending passages in which Wynne criticised members of the British High Command excised or altered. The interested reader is urged to consult the unexpurgated edition published in 2008 by Tom Donovan Editions, including an important new introduction by Dr Robert T. Foley.3 Despite the excisions, the tenet of Wynne's arguments – that the British had failed to learn lessons whilst the Germans were tactical innovators par excellence – remained, even in the excised version. Thus, in a sense, the book is a clear successor to the articles presented herein.

Since these articles and If Germany Attacks were written military historians have produced a number of paradigms to explain how the stalemate of the Western Front came to be – and how it was ended, along with the virtues and defects of the contending armies and commanders. In a sense, Wynne's ability to mine German materials and to seek a greater understanding of how Britain's enemy operated at a tactical level on the battlefield remains undimmed, even if his scathing criticism of British fighting methods and praise of German ones may seem a little less supported by the arguments today. Such paradigms are beyond the scope of this introduction, and this study, but the reader is recommended to the following:

For the British Expeditionary Force:

Badsey, Stephen, The British Army in Battle and its Image 1914–18 (London: Continuum 2009)

Beckett, Ian F.W. & Keith Simpson (eds.), A Nation in Arms: A Social History of the British Army in the First World War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985)

Green, Andrew, Writing the Great War. Sir James Edmonds and the Official Histories 1915–1948 (London: Cass, 2003)

Griffith, Paddy, Battle Tactics of the Western Front. The British Army's Art of Attack 1916–18 (London: Yale University Press, 1994)

Griffith, Paddy (ed.), British Fighting Methods in the Great War (London: Cass, 1996)

Howard, Michael & Stephen Badsey (eds.), A Part of History: Aspects of the British Experience of the First World War (London: Continuum, 2008)

Sheffield, Gary & Dan Todman (eds.), Command and Control on the Western Front: the British Army's Experience 1914–1918 (Staplehurst: Spellmount, 2004)

Travers, Tim, The Killing Ground: The British Army, the Western Front and the Emergence of Modern Warfare 1900–1918 (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987)

For the German Army4:

Gudmundsson, Bruce, Stormtroop Tactics. Innovation in the German Army 1914–18 (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1989)

Junger, Ernst, Storm of Steel (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2004 – new translation with annotations by Michael Hofmann)

Lupfer, Timothy T., The Dynamics of Doctrine: The Changes in German Tactical Doctrine during the First World War (Fort Leavenworth KS: Leavenworth Papers No. 4, 1981)

Passingham, Ian, All the Kaiser's Men: The Life and Death of the German Army on the Western Front 1914–1918 (Stroud: Sutton, 2003)

Wynne, Capt. G.C., If Germany Attacks: The Battle in Depth in the West. Development of the German Defence in Depth on the Western Front in the First World War (Brighton: Turner Donovan, 2008, unexpurgated edition)

Zabecki, David T., Steel Wind: Colonel Georg Bruchmüller and the Birth of Modern Artillery (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1994)

Zabecki, David T., The German 1918 Offensives: A Case Study of the Operational Level of War (London: Routledge, 2006)

The events of 1918 are obviously missing from the studies in this collection, although Wynne dealt with some of these in If Germany Attacks. Certainly, as of 1939, the official histories of both the British and German armies were incomplete for that vital final year of the war, and would have hindered Wynne somewhat in his task. The British series covering France and Belgium was completed in 1949, the German coverage remained unpublished until the late 1950s. However, even allowing for that shortfall, this collection of studies recounting German actions at the regimental and battalion level in a number of key actions has much to commend it.

A bibliography has been added, setting out the correct data for all of the titles quoted briefly by the series'; author in his footnotes. In addition, a few later works of reference that are germane have been listed.



1 ‘The German defence during the Battle of the Somme July 1916 Part 1’, Army Quarterly January 1924, p.245.

2 Quoted on p.vii of the unexpurgated edition of If Germany Attacks (Brighton: Tom Donovan Editions, 2008).

3 Captain G.C. Wynne, If Germany Attacks: The Battle in Depth in the West. Development of the German Defence in Depth on the Western Front in the First World War. With new introduction by Dr Robert T. Foley (Brighton: Tom Donovan Editions, 2008. Published in a limited edition of 300 copies).

4 There are fewer studies and collections of articles for the German Army compared to the B.E.F. The titles listed here are a selection for flavour, including Junger's memoir. A large amount of valuable material remains untranslated and virtually unknown to English readers –memoirs as well as tactical and strategic studies.


1

The Night Attack at Landrecies

25 August 1914

The publication a few weeks ago of the history of the Prussian 27th Infantry Regiment1 is of especial interest as this Regiment was the chief participant on the German side in the fight at Landrecies, and its account amplifies considerably the rather scanty information available when the revised edition of Volume 1 of the British Official History was published last autumn.

By the close of the second day of the retreat of the British Expeditionary Force from Mons, after a march that had begun in the early hours and continued throughout a blazing hot morning and afternoon, the I Corps had reached the Landrecies area and the II Corps was about Le Cateau. The Germans were hot in pursuit, filling every road leading southward on Paris. To gain time and give the British troops a breathing space, Sir John French decided to stand and fight on the open uplands at and east of Le Cateau. A rough line of trench had been hastily dug by French civilian labour and here it was hoped to force the Germans to deploy and so check them if only for twenty-four hours. The I Corps was to move from the Landrecies area to that part of the line immediately south of Le Cateau as early as possible on the 26th, the II Corps taking up position on its left, the main Paris road to be the boundary between them.

Such was the intention when at 4.30 p.m. the I Corps arrived in its billeting area after a most exhausting march. The 4th Guards Brigade occupied Landrecies itself and detailed the 3rd Coldstream Guards to be responsible for the security of the entrances to the village during the night. Nos. 2 and 4 Companies were to guard the eastern and western entrances and Nos. 1 and 3 the northern and most important. The road here, on leaving the main street of the village, crosses the Sambre bridge and 50 yards farther on the railway, by a level crossing. For some two hundred yards it is then flanked by a row of cottages on either side, named the Faubourg Soyeres. Shortly after emerging from these the road forks, one bearing right handed to Englefontaine and the other striking due north through half a mile of cultivation with thick hedgerows and thence into the depths of that forest of wonderful beeches, the Forêt de Mormal.

The outpost company of the Coldstream halted at the end of the Faubourg Soyeres. The picquet was posted and a sentry group with a machine gun placed in position in the ditch by the roadside further on near the fork. Meanwhile the intense heat of the afternoon was followed by a violent thunderstorm that now passed over the district, followed by a deluge of rain. The heavy clouds brought on the dusk early. At 7 p.m. in the first gathering darkness, civilians fleeing in terror from their homes reported that German cavalry was approaching with about 1,000 infantry and some guns behind them. Shortly afterwards a German cavalry patrol trotted up to the forked roads. It was fired at by the machine gun. Two of the patrol dropped to the ground and the remainder galloped back taking the forest road, and were unable to return to the column in time to give warning. As the forest road could not be seen from the sentry post, the, sentries and the machine gun were now moved forward to the road junction so as to be able to sweep both roads with their fire. It was dark when about 7.30 p.m. the rumble of wheels and the tramp of infantry singing songs was heard in the distance in the direction of Englefontaine. The picquet stood to arms and Captain Monck, the company commander, went forward to the sentry post.
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1. Landrecies, 25 August 1914
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The German IV Corps which had taken part in the fight against the British at Mons had followed close on their heels. By the late afternoon of the 25th the head of its 7th Division had reached Englefontaine where it was to halt for the night. Its advanced guard was to cover the front: the 27th Regiment, with three batteries 4th Field Artillery Regiment and a squadron 10th Hussars, with outposts south of Preux-au-Bois and the 165th Regiment, with the remaining three batteries of the 4th F.A. Regiment, about Fontaine-au-Bois and Bousies.

The German advanced guard had scarcely reached these places when at 7 p.m. an order was received by the 27th Regiment to push on a mile farther and occupy the Sambre crossing at Landrecies as the English were still in full retreat. It was this alteration of orders at the last moment, apparently unimportant in itself, that was to be the cause of all the trouble that followed.

On receipt of this order from 14th Brigade headquarters, Colonel von Below, commanding the 27th Regiment, ordered the march to be continued, the 1st Battalion to cross the Sambre and place outposts south of Landrecies, the 2nd and 3rd Battalions to halt in that village and be billeted there for the night. The point of the vanguard, half a company of infantry with Lieutenant John at its head, moved off followed closely by the vanguard itself, the rest of the 1st Battalion and a battery of artillery: 300 yards in rear followed the main guard, that is, the two remaining battalions and batteries. The road was wide and the infantry and artillery moved side by side. With no word of any enemy from the cavalry patrol and with dinner and bed so near at hand after a most trying day, the column took this last lap almost recklessly, throwing caution to the winds. When within a few hundred yards of the forked roads Colonel von Below with other staff officers began to ride forward through the vanguard for the purpose of allocating the billets in Landrecies. The baggage column trotted forward level with the main guard, and the two batteries pressed on to join up with the battery of the vanguard.

At this moment Lieutenant John marching at the head of the point reached the fork roads. He was challenged by Captain Monck, only a few yards away, and replied in French that they were friends. A light was flashed on Captain Monck's face. Simultaneously one of the sentry post flashed a light up the road and revealed a group of German soldiers just in front. Captain Monck at once gave the order to fire. The Germans rushed in. Captain Monck was fired at with a revolver, but succeeded in getting back unhurt with the sentry post to the picquet. Private Robson at the machine gun was able to send a hail of bullets down the road before the Germans reached and bayoneted him. The Coldstream picquet ran forward and the Germans withdrew leaving behind them the machine gun they had attempted to take away, but now so battered as to be useless. The picquet at once spread out and fired a succession of volleys at the shouting and confused uproar they could hear a few hundred yards in front.

The burst of machine-gun fire, which had cost Private Robson his life, had in fact been more effective than he could have anticipated. The bullets whistled down the road into the mass of men and horses, to him unseen in the darkness, that filled it. The infantry rushed to cover leaving a number of dead and wounded on the road. Most of the horses of the leading gun-team collapsed burying their riders under them, the battery commander fell, severely wounded, and the second-in-command was crushed under his horse. Some unwounded horses, panic-stricken, reared up, broke free of their harness and galloped back through the astonished throng behind, a number of guns and ammunition-limbers were overturned and for a time there was a state of utter chaos such as can well be imagined in the circumstances.

As soon as the first confusion of surprise was over Colonel von Below ordered the companies of the leading battalion to extend on both sides of the road and work forward to the village. Their only way was across country as the fire from the Coldstream picquet made any advance along the road impossible. The Coldstream throughout the attack fired almost entirely by volleys. The fire-commander whistled and then gave the word of command on which the men emptied their magazines into the darkness ahead. The Germans quickly got into the way of this. At the sound of the whistle they rushed to cover and as soon as the burst of fire was over they began to work forward again. A donkey tethered in a field near the picquet acted as a loud-speaker of the warning for, by some freak of fancy, it took to braying loud and long each time the word of command was given and caused much jest and merriment in the German ranks. In the intervals of the firing the Germans were able to unhook two of the guns of the second battery, and by levelling the ditch and making a passage through the hedge got them into the field on the right of the road. In the same way two guns of the third battery were moved to the left of the road. The guns of the leading battery were left entangled in a maze of dead horses and overturned limbers.2

The attack now began. On the right the ground was so overgrown with trees and undergrowth that the two guns could not be brought into action and the infantry was checked by dense thorn hedges. On the left, however, was an open field and the two guns were manhandled over this to the hedge bordering the forest road. Here with infantry supporting them on either flank they opened on the Coldstream at point-blank range. The German infantry did not fire owing to a lesson expensively learnt a few days previously when two of the battalions had fired on each other during a night attack near Liége. They therefore were told on no account to load their rifles, but to rely on the bayonet when within storming distance of the enemy. The password for recognizing friend from foe was “Parole Potsdam,” and it constantly echoed through the night as the Germans gradually worked their way forward. But the Coldstream soon caught on to this and as frequently shouted it back, so that it confused the Germans more than it helped them.

None the less, the situation of the picquet at about 10 o'clock was becoming very unpleasant. The support company of the Coldstream was sent forward and extended the line to the left of the forked roads, and the 2nd Battalion Grenadier Guards with one section of a howitzer battery and one section R.F.A. were sent up in readiness to the railway level-crossing. Soon after the support company was in position the Germans, who had by now worked forward with great difficulty on the right of the road, charged, shouting “Hurrahs.” They were assisted by men from the machine-gun company who had left their machine guns and advanced with hand-grenades. They came within bombing distance of the Coldstream, but a succession of well-controlled volleys checked the attack and caused heavy casualties, including two officers. Several efforts to get forward were also made by the Germans on the left, lining the forest road. Here in the course of the fighting a haystack was twice set alight and lit up the Coldstream position. Both times it was rapidly extinguished by Lance-Corporal Wyatt, but not before the Germans had been given a good glimpse of their opponents line. This they tried to rush after firing point-blank into it with high-explosive and shrapnel from the two field guns and throwing a shower of hand-grenades. The Coldstream, in spite of considerable losses and their faces covered with a yellow powder from the shell bursts, held their ground and here too repulsed the attack with a succession of controlled volleys.

The German losses were mounting up rapidly and Colonel von Below now realized that the enemy was not to be easily dislodged. He had no idea of the strength of the force opposed to him, and not only did he consider the chances of his Regiment sleeping in Landrecies that night to be most remote but, from various reports, believed, the English to be working round his flanks by tracks to right and left, and his situation precarious. He therefore sent his adjutant back to Brigade headquarters to ask for reinforcements.

The action of the brigade commander, General von Oven, was definitely unorthodox and would not have gained many marks in an examination paper. He ordered the 165th Regiment to leave two companies to guard the three batteries of the 4th Field Artillery Regiment in Bousies and the rest of the Regiment to march to the assistance of the 27th Regiment held up in front of Landrecies. During the midnight hours the small force in Bousies was thus the only defence of the four miles of country between the Landrecies and Le Cateau roads. The move was however justified by the circumstances and by the fact that a counter-attack by night across the Sambre was, to say the least, highly improbable. The order was not received with much joy by the Regiment concerned, judging by the account of Lieutenant Lohrisch.3 He had been allotted a sitting room and bedroom in Bousies in a house of luxury and had spent the evening hours revelling in the anticipation of a night of bliss. He was about to get between a pair of spotlessly clean sheets on a perfectly sprung bed when the alarm sounded through the village. “Ach herrje! The gaze of the owner of the burnt-out castle in Schiller's ‘Glocke’ as he looked upon the charred ruins of all his worldly goods could not have been more pathetic, more despairing than was mine as I gave a last glance around that most delectable room whose charms were thus snatched from me just as I was on the point of tasting them.”

Shortly after midnight the sound of drums and fifes was heard coming along the Englefontaine road. It was the band of the 165th Regiment making a brave effort with doubtful success, to cheer up the two and a half battalions before joining the fight for Landrecies. Half a mile from the forked roads the battalions were ordered to deploy out into the fields, the 1st and 3rd to the left, the 2nd to the right. The leading companies were to leading extend only to arm's breadth so as not to lose touch, and as the whereabouts of the various units of the 27th Regiment were not known, rifles were to be kept unloaded and only the bayonet used.4 They had not advanced very far before they came up against what appeared to be a high-wall, but which, on closer inspection, proved to be a massive hedge strung through with wire and stretching for some hundreds of yards on both sides of the road. Half an hour passed before holes could be hacked through this obstacle and the men, creeping through, had formed up on the further side. After a short advance another almost impenetrable hedge loomed up in front of them, and they were still some distance from the front line of the 27th. Patrols were sent to discover a way round but they found none, and the main road itself was impassable owing to the constant bursts of fire that swept down it from the Coldstream picquet. Colonel von Dassel, commanding the 165th Regiment, therefore rode back to divisional headquarters and represented the hopelessness of continuing the attack by night in such conditions. He gained his point and by 1.30 a.m. had returned and ordered the withdrawal of his 1st and 3rd Battalions, which were marched back to their night positions. His 2nd Battalion he left behind at the disposal of Colonel von Below.

In the meantime isolated attacks had been continued against the Coldstream position, but the latter made no attempt to counter-attack nor did they show any intention of giving way. Soon after 1 a.m. Colonel Feilding, commanding the 3rd Coldstream Battalion, had sent up a howitzer from the railway level-crossing that fired point-blank at the flashes of the German field guns and had the effect of silencing them.

On hearing Colonel von Dassel's decision, Colonel von Below decided that it was useless to press the attack any farther that night. The guns were manhandled back and the infantry withdrawn as best they could across the fields to an assembly position a thousand yards in rear, where they were reorganized, the 27th Regiment to the right of the road and the 2nd Battalion 165th Regiment to the left. It was already getting light before this was accomplished. Sentry posts were put out in front while the remainder lay down in the wet fields and got what short rest they could. At 4.30 a.m. the soup kitchens arrived and all had a warm meal.

In the meantime, at 3 a.m., the 4th Guards Brigade began to march away out of Landrecies. The 3rd Battalion Coldstream Guards, which had so stubbornly held the entrance to the village during the night, packed up and followed. Their losses had been 12 killed, 105 wounded, and 7 missing, including 2 officers killed and 3 wounded. The Germans, before moving on, collected their wounded, and Colonel von Below and the officers attended a funeral service over the dead. The Regiment had lost 1 officer and 33 men killed, 5 officers and 77 men wounded, and 39 missing: the casualties of the 4th Field Artillery Regiment were 3 officers and 16 men killed.

The fight at Landrecies may be regarded as a minor outpost affair caused by British and German troops wishing to spend the same night in a village far too small to be comfortable for both. Nevertheless it will be seen from these German accounts that at one time the fight had every prospect of developing into an important action. Had the advance of the 165th Regiment not been held up by the unusual height and thickness of the hedges, the 3rd Battalion Coldstream Guards would have been faced by an attack of five and a half battalions of infantry. The attack would have developed about 1 a.m. and with daylight approaching it is impossible to say how the 4th Guards Brigade would have met it or what the results might have been.

The fact remains that General Haig's requests for support to Sir John French during the night were even more reasonable than he thought, as also was his decision to retire due south instead of south-west. Owing to the reports of the further retirement of the French troops on his right Sir John French had, the previous evening, decided to abandon his idea of giving battle on the Le Cateau line, but in any case the German show of strength at Landrecies had the effect of preventing the junction of the Expeditionary Force. The II Corps retired south-west on Busigny, the I Corps southward on Guise, and they did not regain direct touch until the 1st of September south of the Aisne.



1   Das Königlich Preuss. Inf. Regt. No. 27 im Weltkriege, 1914–1918. Verlag Bernard and Graefe, Berlin, 1933.

2   Das Feldartillerie Regiment Nr. 4. Verlag Faber, Magdeburg, 1928.

3   Im Siegessturm von Lüttich an die Marne. Leipzig, 1917.

4   Das Hannover. Inf. Regt. Nr. 165 im Weltkriege. Otto Fliess, Oldenburg, 1927.


2

Neuve Chapelle

10–12 March 1915

In many respects the battle of Neuve Chapelle is one the most instructive of the Great War. It is a complete representative miniature of twentieth-century position warfare. The principal tactical problems that arose in those three days of March 1915, were constantly to recur in the succession of British offensives during the three following years, and were never, nor yet have been effectively solved. In the attack there quickly became evident, for example, the small margin between success and failure in the first assault, the essential need and yet the great difficulty of maintaining the impetus of the advance after the breach was made, the difficulties of command, the problem of overcoming the series of machine-gun nests in a second line of defence, and the difficulty of preventing the attack being forced into a bottle-neck within the defender's position and then hammered from both flanks. So, too, in the defence this battle showed that the best means of holding and reinforcing the front defences had not been found, nor how, when or where to deliver either the immediate counter-attack with the local reserve or the methodical counterattack with the general reserve.

In a modern battle between opponents fairly evenly matched in resources, whether in open or in position warfare, these same problems will recur. Aeroplanes and tanks have complicated but not solved them.

General Idea

The German advance into Northern France was finally checked in October and November, 1914, during the battles of Ypres, that epic of British stubbornness and endurance. As a result of the continued resistance offered by the Russian Army, the German Supreme Command (O.H.L.) decided, before again attempting to break up the Western Front, to carry out a great campaign against Russia in the spring of 1915 and crush its opposition. To that end every available man, gun and shell was transferred to the Eastern Front, and the Western was left extremely weakly held—at least in manpower—especially against the British sector of the line. Accordingly, there began a series of offensives by the French and British Armies to break through this apparently feeble resistance and, at the same time, to relieve the pressure about to be employed against Russia.

The first British offensive was to be delivered in the Neuve Chapelle area on the 10th of March, 1915. In this flat, low-lying district the water-level was only a couple of feet below the surface, so that breastworks had to be built up to supplement the shallow trenches. The village of Neuve Chapelle, a long, straggling collection of ruined cottages, lay immediately in front of the main British assault sector. Beyond the village was a thousand yards of open grassland intersected by water-logged ditches lined with occasional pollard willows which, being still leafless, did not materially affect the field of fire. Then came the Bois du Biez, a shell-torn wood about a thousand yards long and five hundred deep, which was the principle feature of the middle distance. Behind it the ground sloped gently upwards on to the low ridge that took its name from the nearby village of Aubers.
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2. Neuve Chapelle, mid-day, 10 March 1915



The First Army (General Sir Douglas Haig) was to break through in a sector where the German breastwork formed a salient around the village, between Port Arthur and the Moated Grange (see Map), a frontage of 2,000 yards. For this purpose the First Army massed facing it, and the sectors immediately adjoining, the four divisions of the Indian and IV Corps. A Special Order of the Day issued on the eve of the battle stated that 48 British battalions (about 30,000 men) were about to attack three German battalions (about 2,000 men). Further, the Intelligence Section of British G.H.Q. calculated that, allowing for the arrival of the additional reinforcements from reserve on both flanks, not more than 4,000 additional rifles need be expected within twelve hours of the first assault, although a further 16,000 might arrive from Sixth Army reserve near Lille within thirty-six hours.

It is no small wonder, if manpower was the only consideration, that First Army headquarters regarded success as a foregone conclusion. The entanglement and breastwork were to be shelled to pieces by 250 field guns and 40 4.5-inch howitzers. Then, while 82 siege and heavy artillery silenced the comparatively few German batteries, the forty-eight battalions of infantry were, in words of First Army Instructions “to carry the Germans off their legs and push forward at once across the mile of water-meadows, and then up the slope on to the Aubers Ridge, their objective.”

The 8th and Meerut Divisions were to form the centre or spearhead of the battering-ram and, after overrunning the front breastwork of the Neuve Chapelle salient held by 6 German companies (about 800 rifles and 12 machine guns), they were to fan outwards behind it to right and left. This would be the signal for the advance of the 7th and Lahore Divisions astride the Chapigny-Piétre and Estaires—La Bassée roads respectively, and the divisions and corps on either flank were to be ready to “assume a vigorous offensive” and so achieve a general break-up of the German battle-line.

The actual objective for the infantry was a line Herlies–Illies, six miles distant on the Aubers Ridge, but so few and scattered were the enemy that, from the angle of view of First Army instructions there appeared to be no limit to the possible achievements of a battering-ram of forty-eight battalions once loosed behind the German lines. In the same way, disregarding the firepower of quick-firing artillery, of machine-guns spitting out five hundred bullets a minute and of magazine rifles, one can almost sympathize with the First Army order to the two Cavalry Corps, almost all the available British cavalry formations, to ride through, as soon as passage could be made, on to the Aubers ridge and make a right wheel behind the German line between Neuve Chapelle and La Bassée. In this manner they were to clear the ridge of any enemy, while the forty-eight infantry battalions consolidated their position along it.

The German Defence

Although the German defence seemed weak at first sight, it was weak only in manpower. In firepower it was strong, and skilfully organized.1

The sandbag breastwork of the front line, 80 to 150 yards from the British front line, had had to be built up four feet above ground, as the water-level in this district was only a couple of feet below the surface. It was made of earth—sandbags and wood-fascines, and being only five feet thick a direct hit by a shell smashed a hole through it. It was protected in front by barbed wire on a single row of knife-rests. During the latter part of February the strength of the position was greatly increased by the construction of a line of well-concealed concrete machine-gun nests or strongpoints (Stützpunkte), 800–1,200 yards behind the front breastwork. Although about 800 yards apart they were sited so as to cover by fire most of the flat intervening ground. Five of these strongpoints were to play a part in the battle; one in a cottage-garden at the road-junction in Piétre (west), another in a ruined cottage near La Russie, a third in the ruins of a farm building at the Bois du Biez–Neuve Chapelle road-junction, a fourth at the Les Brulots road-junction, and a fifth near the group of houses, La Tourelle, on the Estaires—La Bassée road.2 These strongpoints were normally unoccupied, but in the event of an attack were to be garrisoned by machine guns and men of the support company and to act as centres of resistance and pivots for a rallying line (Anklammerungs-punkte) in the event of the front line breaking.

The manner of distribution of the German manpower on the Western Front in the early days of 1915 gives the foundation on which the German defensive battles were to be fought throughout the War. Already they had evolved a system which, by force of circumstances and numerical weakness, was deeper and more widely extended than anything hitherto practised or imagined.

The 13th Regiment, facing the northern sector of the British assault, had its 3 battalions in the line each on a frontage of 800 yards, but with their companies distributed in depth back to 5,000 or 8,000 yards. Its left (3rd) battalion, which was to be engaged in the battle, held the front breastwork between the Piétre—Chapigny road and the Moated Grange with 2 companies (about 280 men, averaging one man to three yards of front);3 another company was in support at Piétre (east), 1,800 yards in rear, and its fourth company in reserve 3,000 yards behind again at L'Aventure. As a further assistance 2 companies of the regiment, one each from the centre (2nd) and right (1st) battalions were resting six miles back at Fournes in Corps reserve, together with 2 companies of the neighbouring (15th) regiment to the north.

The Neuve Chapelle salient, the 2,400 yards of breast-work from the Moated Grange southward to the Estaires-La Bassée road, had been given up a few days previously, on the 5th of March, by the 53rd Regiment and its place taken by the 16th Regiment with its tactically attached 11th Jäger Battalion. The 53rd Regiment had been disposed on similar lines to the 13th; just mentioned, with 3 battalions in the line and support companies behind the Bois du Biez ready to occupy the machine-gun nests (Stützpunkte) in front of the wood and near Les Brulots, but the commander of the 16th Regiment altered this arrangement. The Jäger battalion held the right battalion sector with 2 companies, its 2 remaining companies being 3,000 yards back at Halpegarde, in support. The 3rd and 2nd Battalions of the 16th Regiment carried on the garrison of the front breastwork to the La Bassée road, the 3rd with all 4 companies in the front line and the 2nd with 2 in front, 1 in support at the Ferme du Biez and 1 in reserve at Halpegarde. The 1st Battalion was resting in 14th Divisional reserve at Le Marais, five miles away. The fact that the front line formed a salient round Neuve Chapelle village and that the flanks of a break-in could be satisfactorily blocked between Piétre and Les Brulots probably explains this new arrangement.

In the event of an assault the general idea of the defence was for the support companies either to reinforce the front-line companies; or to block at once the flanks of a breakin, according to circumstances. This flank defence was to pivot on any machine-gun nests (Stützpunkte) conveniently available, and the distance of the support companies, 1,500–2,000 yards, from the front line would give time for it to be organized. It was believed that this action, assisted by the front-line companies, would suffice to check by firepower further progress of an assault until the reserve companies arrived on the scene.4 These were to counter-attack, and with the co-operation of the support companies on the flanks, recapture the original position. If not strong enough for the purpose, the Sixth Army reserve from Lille would be able to reach the battlefield within twenty-four hours and give further assistance.

The line of machine-gun nests (Stützpunkte) 800 to 1,000 yards behind the front line was recognized as the backbone of the defence. Some of the regimental commanders asked permission at this time to construct a continuous cover-trench (Deckungsgraben) connecting these machine-gun nests, or support points—a beginning, as they said, of a defence organized in depth (Tiefengliederung) but this request was refused by the corps commander “because the battle was to be fought in and for the front line, which was to be held at all costs.”5 This decision shows the determination of the Higher Command, confirmed by the statement of General von Falkenhayn,6 then Chief of-the Staff, to lose no foot of ground, irrespective of its tactical value, an idea which was to govern the German defence to the end of the Somme battles in the autumn of 1916. It was the basis of the so-called rigid defence system.

The artillery support consisted of 6 four-gun batteries of the 7th Field Artillery Regiment, of which 1 was in a forward position hidden near cottages between La Russie and the Bois du Biez, and the others along a line Bas Pommereau—Ferme du Biez— Lorgies at the foot of the ridge, at an average range of 2,500 yards from the British front line. Their fire could be reinforced as soon as the battle opened by batteries of the 22nd, 43rd and 58th Field Artillery Regiments in the neighbouring sectors and by 2 heavy (foot artillery) regiments in rear.7

It is interesting as a sidelight on the German defensive arrangements at this period that, although a second-line position for the infantry was forbidden, a second line of battery positions for the artillery was already being constructed. For example, behind the Neuve Chapelle front extra field-battery positions were ready on the Aubers Ridge on a general line La Cliqueterie Farm—Bas Vailly—Le Willy—Gravelin about 2,500 yards behind the occupied battery positions. The general idea was that the batteries, if the enemy should succeed in breaking through to any considerable depth, might have to retire temporarily, but, immediately sufficient infantry from the Sixth Army reserve at Lille arrived, the counter-attack would be delivered, supported by the batteries in the rear positions, and the original front line retaken. The Germans were confident that the superiority of their infantry in open warfare would enable them to do this.

The British Attack

The bombardment opened at 7 a.m. on the 10th of March. It was accurate and well planned. The three thousand shells fired in the next thirty-five minutes broke passages through the wire entanglement and shattered the narrow sandbag breastwork. At 8.5 a.m. 8 battalions of the 8th and Meerut Divisions, forming the head of the battering-ram, advanced. The morning was damp and misty, and the Germans, stunned by the sudden intensity of the bombardment, were unable to man the shattered remnants of the breastwork to check the assault. Within twenty minutes a great breach 1,600 yards wide had been made in the German line. On both flanks, for 200–300 yards, the assault had failed, nevertheless the mass of the assaulting battalions were able to press on into the German position. Unfortunately the plan of attack ordered the assault battalions to halt along a line 200 yards beyond the breastwork, and to wait there for fifteen minutes. The intention was to allow the village to be given a further shelling before the infantry entered it, but, on the other hand, it took away the whole of the advantage that had been gained by surprise.8 Time was given for the few Germans who had escaped from the front breastwork to be rallied near the Bois du Biez, and time was given for the German battalions on either side to block the flanks of the break-in and make the necessary defensive arrangements.

The mist was clearing when the centre of attack, reinforced by two more battalions, pressed on through the village ruins, meeting little opposition. By 9 a.m. the men were in the open meadows beyond its eastern edge and except for a few small groups of the enemy retiring, many without rifles, no enemy was to be seen.9 A message to this effect was sent back to brigade headquarters and the centre battalion commander (2/Rifle Brigade) at the same time asked if the advance should be continued. The critical moment of the offensive had arrived. The request was refused, and from then onwards a paralysis crept over the whole movement.

About this same time (9.30 a.m.) the lines of the left leading battalion (1/R. Irish Rifles) of the breakthrough, advancing through the cottage-gardens in the road-triangle north of the village into alignment along their objective, were suddenly enfiladed by machine-gun fire from their left flank and suffered heavy losses. For the first time the German machine guns, which had occupied the concealed strongpoint at Piétre (west) as a precautionary measure during the bombardment, gave warning of the fate awaiting any further advance towards the Bois du Biez. But the British battering-ram had already been halted, not by German bullets, but by its own unwieldiness.

For about 300 yards on both flanks the assault, as already mentioned, had failed. Owing to a mistake of direction on the extreme right and to a failure of the bombardment on the extreme left, the assaulting battalions on the outer flanks had been checked. It is difficult to see why this should have prevented the fan-out of the mass of the assaulting troops from the centre, except the fact that the battle directors were the two corps commanders and this would not accord with the corps plan. Under the existing chain system of command that plan, once set in motion, was, like an Aldershot Tattoo, most difficult to alter. The corps had become a great battle-unit, with battalions corresponding to platoons and their commanders with no more responsibility in the scheme of things than non-commissioned officers. Such an organization, rigid under the corps commander, might work smoothly so long as no opposition was met, but, if anything went amiss, the situation had to be reported back through battalion, brigade, and divisional to corps headquarters. The corps commander had to make a decision in some room four or five miles from the battle on the flimsiest and often false information, and the necessary orders had then to travel back along the same chain, be considered and translated in greater detail at each stage, until, finally, they reached the front-line companies, which had to carry them out. This most cumbersome system of transmission took some hours under battle conditions and, meanwhile, from soon after 9 a.m. onwards, the leading battalions of the battering-ram were halted until the flanks could get forward according to plan, a check that caused a great block in the battalions moving up in rear.

As each brigade and battalion had its allotted task, the brigades facing the uncaptured sectors of breastwork on the flanks had to make their own arrangements, and for this reason each sent forward another battalion into the great breach, with orders to attack outwards and roll up the offending garrisons. In addition to these two, a third was ordered forward by the left (8th) divisional commander with orders to close the gap of 500 yards he saw must exist between the left of the leading battalions beyond the village and the right of the battalions checked in no-man's-land. It was a strange order, for a single machine gun could have effectively covered this gap of flat open ground against any attempt by the few enemy present to enter it in broad daylight, and it is a small example of that squandering of manpower, due to ignorance of the use of firepower, which was to continue to be characteristic of British tactics.

At about 10 a.m. with these 3 battalions squeezing forward into the breach there were 11 battalions, roughly 9,000 men, in that narrow space between Neuve Chapelle village and the original lines of breastwork. They lay, sat, or stood uselessly in the mud, waiting patiently to go forward. The strength of the battering-ram at this moment was limited to the firepower of its leading companies maximum of about 800 rifles and a few machine guns on the 1,600 yards frontage of the break-in; the remainder of the 48 battalions were useless cannon-fodder until they could fan out behind the German position, if such an operation was at any time possible. Had it not been for the fact of surprise and that many of the German batteries had therefore only a small store of ammunition ready for immediate use, the casualties from shellfire must have been considerably heavier.10 Neither of these three battalions achieved its purpose and they soon became hopelessly enmeshed in the crowd. At 11.30 a.m., however, after another heavy shelling, the garrison of the northern breastwork, 1 officer and 63 men of the 11th Jäger Battalion, came out from it and, walking across the dead, estimated at about 1,000, lying literally in rows, that they had slain that morning, surrendered.

The IV Corps commander, on hearing of this, ordered a strip of orchard close behind, believed to contain a German strongpoint, to be captured before the general advance of his corps was resumed. There did not happen to be a strongpoint or any Germans there, and it was occupied almost at once, but this information did not reach the corps commander until an hour after the event. In fact, it was not till 2 p.m. that he, five miles from the battlefield, was able to obtain some clear outline of the situation and considered his tangled column sufficiently reorganized to justify the resumption of the general advance and fan-out towards the Aubers Ridge. Owing to this waste of time in the transmission of information and orders the 7th Division, on the left, had been kept inactive.

Meanwhile, the sector of German breastwork holding up the right of the battering-ram had been delayed in rather similar manner and the Indian Corps commander told the IV Corps commander that his troops would not be ready by 2 p.m. The movement was therefore postponed as it was considered that “the advance of the two corps to be effective should be simultaneous.”

It is not surprising that Sir Douglas Haig, at Merville eight miles away, was by now getting impatient. At 245 p.m. he telephoned to the IV Corps commander, who said he was waiting for the Indian Corps, but, by that time, the Indian Corps commander realized that the situation was not so unfavourable as he had imagined. It was thereupon agreed, at 2.50 p.m., that the two corps should continue the advance at 3.30 p.m., and orders were issued accordingly. Seven hours had thus elapsed since their leading battalions had forced the great breach, killed or taken prisoners almost the entire German front-line garrison, and looked ahead confidently towards the Aubers Ridge, that Promised Land to be reached by a mile walk with only a few scattered German companies to oppose them.

Nearly three more hours elapsed, however, between the writing of these two corps orders for the attack and the time when the companies in the front line received them and could start to carry them out. It was between 5.30 and 6 p.m., and nearly dark, when the advance began, and by that time the new German line of defence was, as British G.H.Q. Intelligence had forecast, more strongly held, in rifle and machine-gun power per yard, than had been the front breastwork in the morning. In addition, there was no surprise and no adequate artillery preparation: the thin German firing line and its five pivot strongpoints (Stützpunkte) had not yet been definitely located. Moreover, the gathering strength of the opposition had been known to the front battalion commanders all the afternoon. At every move their companies were swept by machine-gun and rifle fire, with heavy losses. But so little were the facts of the situation appreciated at corps and First Army headquarters that the latter ordered forward a cavalry division, at 4 p.m., to be ready behind the attack to ride through on to the Aubers Ridge. The attack failed and the ride of the cavalry was of the stuff of dreams.

The German Movements

Four of the German companies (three of the 16th Regiment and one of the 11th Jäger Battalion) had been overrun in the first rush, and only a few escaped back. Meanwhile, before the bombardment had been completed, the support company (12th) of the 13th Regiment at Piétre (east) had occupied with machine guns the strongpoint at Piétre (west) and at the same time, on the southern flank, a support company (7th) of the 16th Regiment from the Ferme du Biez garrisoned the strongpoint at Les Brulots. If the British assaulting battalions had pressed on at once through Neuve Chapelle, a gap of 2,500 yards lay open in front of them between the strongpoints at Piétre (west) and Les Brulots, with only two guns of an advanced field battery (1st of the 7th F.A. Regiment) at La Russie, and a few stragglers from the front breastwork collected there, to defend it.11

The intervening ground was, however, to a great extent covered by those two strongpoints which could have made an advance on the Bois du Biez especially in the British lineal formation of attack, a very costly one.

By 9 a.m., when the British assault battalions were emerging from the ruins of Neuve Chapelle village, the support company (12/13) at Piétre (west) had also occupied for defence a disused trench that lay between the strongpoint and the front breastwork at the Piétre—Chapigny road. From this it was able to enfilade still more effectively any further British advance eastward from Neuve Chapelle and also to block any attempt to fan out northward behind the front breastwork. So, too, on the southern flank another support company (6th) of the 16th Regiment had been sent forward from Halpegarde to La Tourelle, where it, together with the 7th Company at Ferme du Biez and Les Brulots, could block by fire any further British advance eastward or southward from the southern part of Neuve Chapelle village. Already a bottle-neck had been formed into which any further British progress was to be confined, with a gap of 2,500 yards still open at its eastern end. The history of the 11th Jäger Battalion tells how this central gap was gradually filled.

From messages received by runner (all telephone cables had been broken) within half an hour of the end of the bombardment the Jäger Battalion commander at Halpegarde gathered that the British assault had broken through the front of his two Jäger companies and of the 16th Regiment south of them, but that the left of the 13th Regiment held firm at the Moated Grange, though the extent of the breakthrough to the south, in the 16th Regiment sector, was not known. His first intention, on this information, was to hold the British offensive in front with the cyclist company and the machine-gun company of his battalion (and if this is not an insult to that British battering-ram of 48 battalions, the word has lost its meaning) while his 2 remaining Jäger companies were to move round to Piétre (west) to assist in blocking the northern flank of the break-in and take in enfilade any further advance. It will be noticed how the first care of the German commanders was to block the flanks and only to fill up the centre as reinforcements became available. The brigade commander,12 however, feared that the breakthrough might have extended to south of the Bois du Biez, and he therefore ordered the whole Jäger detachment to meet the attack frontally. Accordingly, the cyclist company and a section of the machine-gun company were ordered to the south-eastern corner of the Bois du Biez, from where they were to command the roads leading back from the front of the 16th Regiment. The 2 Jäger companies and the other section of the machine-gun company were to meet the attack at the northern end of the Bois du Biez, to protect the advanced field battery there at all costs, and to work forward, if possible, to the road triangle in Neuve Chapelle village. Advancing widely extended under a heavy shrapnel fire they passed through the northern end of the Bois du Biez and reached the road that borders its western edge. There they halted in view of the leading British battalions 700 yards ahead across the flat water-meadows, the machine-gun section (2 guns) taking up position in the strong points at La Russie and at the Bois du Biez road junction, covering the bridge over the Layes brook.

Here, from 9.30 a.m. onwards, this small force, with the few stragglers from the morning attack, covered the advanced battery, and, completely isolated from the point of view of manpower, awaited the British onslaught. The morning hours passed, but while the British troops remained along the eastern edge of Neuve Chapelle village, 700 yards away, further reinforcements continued to arrive to oppose them. On the northern flank another support company (9th) of the 13th Regiment from L'Aventure strengthened the line of the 12th Company at Piétre (west), while of the two reserve companies at Herlies the 3rd still further strengthened this flank at Mauquissart and the 6th moved to the wood near Haut Pommereau in close support behind the right centre. On the southern flank 2 of the reserve companies (1st and 2nd) of the 16th Regiment marched up from Illies by way of Halpegarde—Ferme du Biez—Les Brulots and reinforced the hard-pressed 10th Company in the front line facing Port Arthur, while the other 2 reserve companies Moved to Halpegarde. At about mid-day these 2 companies were ordered to reinforce the 2 Jäger companies, and, at 2 p.m., came up on their right at the northern end of the Bois du Biez. Encouraged by this support, all 4 companies advanced about 200 yards across the open to the line of the Layes brook. And still the British remained along the line they had reached in the morning hours.

As the afternoon wore on the companies in corps and divisional reserve began to arrive on the battlefield. By 4 p.m. the 4th and 7th Companies of the 15th Regiment from Corps reserve at Fournes had reinforced the right and right centre, between La Russie and Mauquissart, and half an hour later 2 companies (3rd of the 56th and 4th of the 57th Regiments) with 3 machine guns from divisional reserve at Le Marais advanced through the southern part of the Bois du Biez and filled the gap between the left of the two Jäger companies and Les Brulots.

The British advance, when it was resumed between 5.30 p.m. and 6 p.m., was therefore faced by exactly double the strength it had to contend with in the morning assault, and with no surprise or any effective artillery preparation to support it. The attack failed and the crisis for the Germans was past.

Later in the evening the German line was further reinforced in the Bois de Biez—Les Brulots sector by four companies from neighbouring regiments further south, one each from the 56th, 57th, 104th and 133rd Regiments. The Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, commanding the Sixth Army, in his diary entry for the 11th of March, 1915 writes that it was a mistake to continue to hold and reinforce a line which actually lay in front of the line of the strong points. He would have preferred a weakly held front line based on the strongpoints, with the local reserves kept back under cover till an adequate force for the counter-attack had been assembled. Even, he adds, if the British had broken through this line they would only have offered more favourable conditions for the counter-attack. In this idea may be recognized the germ of the elastic, or mobile, defence which was to become the foundation of the German defensive battle in 1917.

Continuation of the Battle

The 11th was misty all day and the British artillery was unable to range upon, nor could the infantry accurately locate, the new German line of defence and its pivotal strongpoints. Misty or not, this same situation was to recur again and again throughout the war; the difficulty of attacking a second position after the first assault had been held up. On the previous evening First Army headquarters had ordered the continuation of the original plan, the fan out and advance on to the Aubers Ridge, on the morning of the 11th, involving the assault on a position more strongly held than had been the front breastwork on the previous day, and for which days of preparation and a systematic artillery bombardment had been given. The story of the fruitless efforts to comply with this order during the morning and afternoon of the 11th, the confusion and delays caused by the complicated chain system of command and the continued ignorance of Army and corps commanders of the actual state of affairs on the battlefront, may be read in the British Official narrative. Messages owing to the breaking of all communications back from the front battalions by the German bombardment, had to be sent back by runners taking two to three hours, so that the direction of the battle by corps commanders ceased to function throughout the morning. When, about midday, they learned that the morning attack had been checked and they decided to continue the frontal attack by both corps at 2.15 p.m., their orders to that effect did not reach the various brigade headquarters until a few minutes before the hour of assault, and battalions and companies not till an hour or more later. The afternoon attack, therefore, ended in a disjointed affair without result, except further losses. The fact that at best the advance could only penetrate still farther into the fatal bottle-neck was apparently not appreciated. Despite these failures on the 11th, and despite reports from the front-line commanders that without effective artillery preparation the prospects of an infantry assault were negligible, the First Army commander ordered the offensive, to be resumed at 10 a.m. the following morning (12th). Before that hour, however, the Germans delivered their counter-attack.

The German Counter-Attack

The German VII Corps commander (General von Claer) when, at 10 a.m. on the 10th, he heard of the loss of Neuve Chapelle, ordered its recapture to be undertaken as soon as the allotted corps and divisional reserves arrived on the battlefield. The village had no tactical value, but this order was in accordance with the underlying principle of rigid defence that no foot of ground was to be lost, and if lost was to be at once recaptured. At the same time he asked Sixth Army headquarters for assistance and the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division, in Sixth Army reserve near Lille, was thereupon ordered to move forward to the Aubers Ridge. The leading brigade13 (14th) left its billets in Tourcoing at 3 p.m. and went by railway to Don, four miles east of Herlies, reaching that place on the same evening where it rested.

General von Claer, when at 9 p.m. he realized that the troops in the battle line were insufficient both to hold the line and make the counter-attack, placed the leading Bavarian brigade at the disposal of the commander of the 14th Division to be in position in the Bois du Biez by 6 a.m. to participate in the counter-attack. The instruction was to assault the new British line with the bayonet at dawn without artillery preparation, in the belief that the British battalions would not have had time to consolidate the new line for defence. This belief was never put to the test, for although the two Bavarian regiments marched out of Don at 1 a.m., there were unexpected delays in an intensely dark night, and the new day was already beginning to dawn when they reached Halpegarde, a march of six miles, and it was considered too light to advance down the forward slope of the ridge to the Bois du Biez, their assembly position. The assault was therefore postponed, the Bavarians being withdrawn to Herlies and Illies. The first of the long succession of counter-attack divisions which were to be sent against the British offensives in the three following years had therefore arrived too late, as did so many of its successors, for the immediate counter-attack (Gegenstoss). The British would now have time to consolidate the new line in daylight and only a deliberate and methodically prepared counter-attack (Gegenangriff) could hope to dislodge them and to recapture the village. Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, the Sixth Army commander, in his diary entries for the 11th and 12th of March, 1915, tells of the divided opinions as to how best this should be carried out.

To begin with he had thought that General von Claer's demand, on the 10th, for a whole division as reinforcement over-estimated the British strength, but he changed this opinion when, at 2 p.m on the 11th, he was shown a captured copy of Sir Douglas Haig's Special Order of the Day (see above), to the effect that 48 British battalions were engaged. In addition to the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division sent up overnight from Lille to the Aubers Ridge, he thereupon ordered forward the 86th Brigade (7 battalions) to be sent forward from Roulers to Don that same night, and also all available, 20, howitzer batteries to be lent immediately to General von Claer by neighbouring divisions. After giving these instructions he went to General von Claer's headquarters at Marquillies. He arrived just after the corps order for the counter-attack had been issued, according to which the attack was to be delivered at dawn in a manner similar to the previously prepared Gegenstoss, except that it was to be preceded by a half-hour bombardment of the British front line. In addition, a heavy shelling was to be maintained throughout the night on the British position, on Neuve Chapelle village and the approach roads, but it was evident that such a task, added to counter-battery work, was beyond the power of the few batteries of the artillery of the 13th and 14th Divisions and the 10 available heavy batteries to fulfil effectively. Crown Prince Rupprecht pointed out the risk of making such an attack against a prepared position with so scanty artillery preparation and thought that it would be better to wait until the artillery had done its work more thoroughly. He advised postponing the attack a further twenty-four hours, until dawn on the 13th, until the artillery reinforcement now arriving could take effect. To this General von Claer replied that the British, with another twenty-four hours at their disposal, would be able to make their new line so strong that an attack taking a week or more to prepare would be necessary to recapture the village and the original position. Moreover, he doubted whether the present line could be held for that additional twenty-four hours as the British were still attacking, and to confirm that statement he telephoned, there and then, to the headquarters of the 14th Division at Illies which replied in agreement. On hearing this, Crown Prince Rupprecht gave his consent to von Claer's plan, although others present, according to General von Krafft, his Chief of Staff, thought that the commander of the 14th Division, if, instead of being asked for his opinion, had been ordered to hold on another twenty-four hours to allow for an effective artillery preparation, could and would have done so. General von Krafft adds that the general impression was that the attack was being made with undue haste and its prospects very doubtful.

The British Defence

On the British side it was fortunate that while the corps commanders were trying to give expression to the First Army commander's urge to continue the advance, the front battalion commanders had taken the more practical step of organizing the defence of the ground gained. Daybreak on the 12th found them ready, and the half-hour German bombardment which preceded the counter-attack at 5 a.m. fell wide and behind, leaving the front line practically undamaged. A mist covered the German approach until within about 60 yards, but the full firepower of the British defence—fourteen battalions held the 3,000 yards of front between the Moated Grange and the Estaires–La Bassée road—then swept it, and against it the German advance could make no headway. Opposite the Bois du Biez, from where the Bavarians attacked, listening posts gave the warning, and in this sector southward to the La Bassée highway 20 carefully sited machine guns gave evidence of their quick and devastating stopping power in the defence. The counter-attack failed on the entire front, and whereas on the 10th the German casualties had been about one-fifth of those of the British, the proportion on this day was, reversed.14

The British defence against this counter-attack was the real victory of Neuve Chapelle, and it was essentially a “Soldiers' battle,” won by the front battalions. Corps headquarters knew little about it until some hours later, and it was not until 3 p.m., ten hours afterwards, that the First Army commander began to realize the extent of the German failure and gave orders to exploit it by means of another general attack, sending forward the 2nd Cavalry Division to cooperate. But the moment for exploitation was long past and the attack only led to further British losses and nothing gained. This was, however, the final effort. The First Army commander appreciated that further efforts to break through in the Neuve Chapelle sector could be of no avail and decided to establish the position as a new defensive line, ordering it to be wired and secured against attack.

That order, issued at 10.40 p.m., ended the battle. The Germans decided to cut their loss and accept a local defeat.



1   The books from which these details of the German defence have been taken, and which are recommended to any student requiring further information, are: Mein Kriegstagebuch (Kronprinz Rupprecht von Bayern), Vols. I and III; Das Infanterie Regiment 13. Groos, Oldenburg, 1927; Das Infanterie Regiment 16. Balderstein, Oldenburg, 1927; Kriegstagebuch des Jaegerbattailons 11, Otto, Schmalkalden, 1931; Das Infanterie Regiment 57. Castendyk, Oldenburg, 1936; Das K. Bayerische Reserve Infanterie Regiment 21. Braun, Munich, 1923.

2   The history of the 53rd Regiment, which handed over this sector on the 5th March, says (p. 34) that the first four mentioned, which were in its sector, were completed by the 3rd March.

3   This figure may be a slight exaggeration. The 57th Regiment in the sector south of the Estaires—La Bassée road states in its history (p. 63) that at this period “each company, allowing for sickness and men absent on other duties, averaged about 120 rifles in the position.”

4   Das 57. Inf. Regt., p.67.

5   Ibid., p.65.

6   See General Headquarters, 1914–1916, and its Critical Decisions by General Erich von Falkenhayn.

7   The histories of the German 7th, 22nd, 43rd, 58th Field Artillery Regiments, all published since the British Official History was written, make a valuable addition to the history of the battle for any student requiring fuller details.

8   The Germans were expecting an offensive. A week earlier, on the 3rd, fifteen Indians had deserted to the 13th Regiment, holding southward from Neuve Chapelle village, and told them that preparations were being made for an offensive ‘within a few days’ (in den nachsten Tagen). Das 16th Inf. Regt., p. 73. Tactically, however, surprise was obtained, as witness the following extract from the history of the German 58th Field Artillery Regiment (p. 83): “On the morning of the 10th the battery commanders were going their usual rounds expecting a day of peaceful routine. The meadows were covered with a shroud of dense white mist. Suddenly a great burst of artillery fire came from the direction of Neuve Chapelle. It was the first real drum-fire (Trommelfeur) yet heard.”

9   The diary of the German advanced battery at La Russie says that its guns did not fire at first, as they were not sure whether the troops coming out of the village, about 1,000 yards away, were friend or foe. They seemed to be wearing German helmets and were waving white flags, and it was not till the smoke of the bombardment had cleared away that the situation was appreciated and the battery opened fire.

10   Das Inf. Regt. Nr. 13, Groos, 1927, p. 77.

11   Two of the four guns of this advanced battery, in position between La Russie and the Bois du Biez, were knocked out during the opening bombardment. The diary of this battery describes how “soon after 8 a.m. men of the Jäger Battalion began to fall back, first singly, then in groups, from Neuve Chapelle village. The battery officers stopped many of them and assembled them along the Bois du Biez track, behind cottage ruins, hedges and tree-stumps, and between the gun positions, to form a firing line. The two remaining guns fired direct with shrapnel bursting at 1,000 yards on the British advance.”

12   The German Order of Battle is different to the British. Taking this case as an example, the division concerned was the 14th, which included infantry, artillery, engineers and divisional troops. The three infantry regiments of the division (16th, 56th and 57th with the 11th Jäger Battalion attached) were brigaded as the 76th Brigade under a separate brigade commander. A German infantry regiment had three battalions each of four companies, numbered from 1 to 12 in the regiment. The Jäger (light infantry) were organized in separate battalions and not in regiments.

13   At this period the normal division had two brigades each of two or three regiments (each of three battalions). Already, however, many divisions were being organized into one infantry brigade of three regiments, the brigade commander commanding the infantry of the division.

14   The total British losses during the battle are given as 11,652 and the German total as 8,600 (of which about 1,700 were missing and prisoners, mostly captured in the opening assault).
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