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Foreword

by Professor Richard Holmes



David Kenyon is a keen horseman, and in tackling the subject of British cavalry on the Western Front he is taking on the literary equivalent of a vast hedge with a slippery take-off and a ditch on the landing side. For although, over the past thirty years, a veritable galaxy of scholars has illuminated so many aspects of the First World War, the cavalry still stands, as Stephen Badsey observed as long ago as 1982, as a metaphor for all that is foolish and outdated about the conflict. Even the most astute historians tend to brush aside British attempts to use cavalry in the great offensive battles of 1915–17 as doomed to irredeemable failure by unsuitable terrain and hostile firepower, while for those playing to the popular gallery the spectacle of massed cavalry awaiting a breakthrough that never came is an easy way of summing up the intellectual bankruptcy of senior commanders who, as legend has it, were mostly cavalrymen themselves.

This is the first book to focus on the performance of the cavalry during the years of trench warfare. It benefits from the author’s deep understanding of the structure, organisation and equipment of British and (let it never be forgotten) Indian cavalry, and of the practical issues of horse management that made it so hard to keep mounts in good condition in the inhospitable surroundings of the Western Front in wintertime. By careful analysis of its role in successive offensives, from the Somme in 1916, through Cambrai the following year and on to the last victorious Hundred Days of the war, Kenyon concludes that the cavalry did indeed have an important contribution to make.

Its mobility was by no means as badly circumscribed by the ground and German defences as might be supposed, in part because of the development of mobile trench-crossing bridges that could be quickly erected and the use of specialist route-clearance units. Its firepower, always superior, thanks to the fact that it carried the same superb Lee Enfield rifle as the infantry, to that of German cavalry, was enhanced by the use of the Vickers medium machine guns deployed by the Machine Gun Corps (Cavalry) and the Hotchkiss light machine guns that were integral to cavalry regiments. And despite the guffaws still aroused by the prospect of sword-wielding horsemen trying to get to grips with rifle-armed infantry, it is evident that there were times when mounted shock action did indeed succeed, and aggressive and determined horsemen played an important part in undermining German morale on 8 August 1918.

However, Kenyon concludes that while the cavalry could boast numerous tactical successes, it failed to make the operational contribution hoped for by some of its advocates. This had less to do with the inherent weaknesses of the arm itself than with failures at various levels in the command structure. Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, who remained the cavalry’s greatest champion, and without whose support there would have been far fewer cavalry units in France, tended to the pre-war view that cavalry was an arm of decisive exploitation, best husbanded for use in mass once a breakthrough had been identified. In fact, as Kenyon so capably demonstrates, the development of the ‘multi-layered’ battle meant that there were many occasions when relatively small numbers of horsemen, held very close to the front, were more valuable than much larger quantities even a short distance further back. Lieutenant General Kavanagh of the Cavalry Corps had made his reputation as a brave and competent brigadier in 1914, but was out of his depth as a corps commander. His attempts to retain tactical command of his horsemen once battle was joined not only added an unnecessary link to the chain of command but allowed him, most notably at Cambrai, to hector his subordinates into pressing attacks when they themselves recognised that the opportunity had passed.

Kenyon’s work chimes sonorously with some of the best recent research by emphasising that the main problems facing the British sprang from command, control and communications. His examination of the arrangements that were intended to enable the cavalry to exploit success shows that while communications generally worked well enough straight up and down the chain of command, they were very poor laterally, and infantry commanders, presented with a fleeting opportunity, often found themselves with no cavalry to hand and no means of summoning any. Kenyon, who is by no means a blinkered advocate for his arm of choice, recognises that there were indeed times when thrusting cavalry leaders caused avoidable casualties by insisting on mounted shock action in inappropriate circumstances, but he points to numerous examples of junior cavalry officers injecting fresh momentum into a stalled battle by dash and determination – the same qualities that were to prove so crucial a generation later when tanks had replaced horses.

The tactical circumstances of the Western Front, most notably the burgeoning role of artillery, meant that successful offensive battles would always require careful planning, preparation and co-ordination. But there usually came a moment when the situation had evolved beyond that envisaged by the planners, and comparatively junior commanders needed to generate purposeful activity in the absence of detailed orders if they were to prevent the defender from cauterising his wound before the attacker could widen it. In one sense the British army’s conduct of operations on the Western Front was intimately bound up with the relationship between detailed orders and individual initiative, and it is not hard to see at least part of the reason for the cavalry’s failure to achieve more dramatic results as a reflection of an overall style of command which, at least until 1918, remorselessly subordinated initiative to process. In fairness, there were good reasons (not least the army’s huge wartime expansion and the extemporisation of headquarters at all levels) why this should have been the case. But as I read David Kenyon’s thoughtful and scholarly study, there are times when I suspect that one of the army’s real problems was not that there was too much cavalry dash – but too little.

Richard Holmes

April 2011
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Professor Holmes contributed this Foreword in November 2010 after reading the final draft of this book. Sadly Richard died in April 2011 and thus did not see the project to its conclusion. His inspiration and friendship will be greatly missed by the author, and by everyone in the world of military history.
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A Note on Terminology and Organisation



In the following text unit nomenclature follows the pattern established by the BEF itself and subsequently the Official History; thus, Fourth Army, XV Corps, 1st Division, 5th Brigade, etc. Where they appear, German formations are italicised.

The British cavalry divisions on the Western Front were known throughout the war as the 1st, 2nd and 3rd ‘Cavalry Divisions’. By 1916 the Indian cavalry divisions were the only Indian divisions remaining in France, and were thus referred to simply as the 1st and 2nd ‘Indian Divisions’. Later these were to become the 4th and 5th ‘Cavalry Divisions’. British cavalry brigades were numbered, while Indian brigades were known by their home stations, e.g. ‘Lucknow’, ‘Meerut’, etc. It should also be remembered that each Indian brigade contained one British regiment, as well as British artillery and supporting elements.

Unlike the infantry, which had abandoned (at least officially) old the regimental numbers, cavalry regiments retained their numbers as well as their titles. Regiments are therefore normally referred to by number and type, e.g. the 7th Dragoon Guards, the 15th Hussars, etc. However, historic distinctions between dragoons and hussars, or ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ cavalry, survived in name only. All British cavalry used the same basic ‘Universal Pattern’ equipment and drills, the only variation being the issue of lances to ‘Lancer’ regiments.

Indian cavalry units were also listed in a numerical sequence, and were divided into ‘Light Cavalry’, ‘Cavalry’, ‘Horse’, and ‘Lancers’, thus the 4th Cavalry, the 19th Lancers, etc. Conveniently, no Indian Lancer regiments duplicated the number of a British Lancer regiment. For clarity in the text Indian regiments are usually additionally referred to by their regimental title, e.g. the 34th Poona Horse. Some regiments styled themselves in Roman numerals, such as the ‘XXth Deccan Horse’; for clarity, Arabic numerals are used throughout the text.

The term ‘cavalry’ is used in the text to denote the arm of service, whether mounted or not. In higher formations, brigade and above, this includes the attached RHA, signallers and other supporting services. Where the term ‘mounted troops’ is used, this specifically implies soldiers remaining on horseback in the battle area, or dismounting to fight but with their horses kept nearby.

Measures of weight and distance quoted directly from original sources have been left unaltered, but with a metric equivalent given. All distances measured by the author are metric.






Glossary of Terms and Abbreviations





	ADVS
	 
	Assistant Director Veterinary Services. Officer in charge of veterinary services, typically for a division.



	BEF
	 
	British Expeditionary Force. The British army in France and Belgium, 1914-18.



	BGGS
	 
	Brigadier General General Staff. Chief staff officer with the HQ of an army corps.



	BGRA
	 
	Brigadier General Royal Artillery. Commander of artillery forces within an army corps, later GOCRA.



	Brigadier General
	 
	Officer typically commanding a brigade.



	CIGS
	 
	Chief of the Imperial General Staff.



	DDVS
	 
	Deputy Director Veterinary Services. Officer in charge of veterinary services, typically for an army corps.



	FGH
	 
	Fort Garry Horse. Regiment within the Canadian Cavalry Brigade.



	General Officer
	 
	Typically commanding an army.



	GOCRA
	 
	General Officer commanding Royal Artillery. See BGRA



	KEH
	 
	King Edward’s Horse. Regiment of Special Reserve, comprised of men returned from residence in overseas colonies.



	LAC
	 
	Light armoured car.



	LSH
	 
	Lord Strathcona’s Horse. Regiment within the Canadian Cavalry Brigade.



	Lieutenant General
	 
	Officer typically commanding an army corps.



	Major General
	 
	Officer typically commanding a division.



	MGC(C)
	 
	Machine Gun Corps (Cavalry).



	RCD
	 
	Royal Canadian Dragoons. Regiment within the Canadian Cavalry Brigade.



	RCHA
	 
	Royal Canadian Horse Artillery.



	RHA
	 
	Royal Horse Artillery.



	Sqn
	 
	Squadron: sub-unit of cavalry regiment, typically comprising approximately 100 men.









Maps





	Map 2.1
	 
	Somme battlefield and British objectives, July 1916



	Map 2.2
	 
	Action at High Wood, 14 July 1916



	Map 2.3
	 
	Battle of Flers and Morval, September 1916



	Map 3.1
	 
	5th Cavalry Division operations, 24–27 March 1917



	Map 3.2
	 
	5th Cavalry Division operations, 27 March 1917



	Map 3.4
	 
	Battle of Arras, April 1917. Objectives



	Map 3.5
	 
	Battle of Arras, action of 11 April 1917



	Map 4.1
	 
	Battle of Cambrai, 20 November 1917. British objectives and cavalry lines of advance



	Map 4.2
	 
	Battle of Epehy, 30 November–1 December 1917



	Map 5.1
	 
	Harman’s Detachment at Collezy, 24 March 1918



	Map 5.2
	 
	The 3rd and Canadian Cavalry Brigades at Moreuil Wood, 30 March 1918



	Map 5.3
	 
	Battle of Amiens, cavalry advances, 8 August 1918



	Map 5.4
	 
	Cavalry operations, 8–9 October 1918
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Opening Stages, 1914–1915




Justice has never been done to the part played by the cavalry in France and Flanders during the years 1915 to 1918.

The Marquess of Anglesey1



With these words Anglesey opened the final part of his magnificent eight-volume History of the British Cavalry, in 1997. More than a decade later his remark remains true, for while he provided a fine narrative account of the efforts of the British cavalry on the Western Front, and created a worthy literary monument to the arm, a detailed modern analytical investigation of the cavalry remains to be undertaken. Nor does it appear that any regard has been paid to his efforts in the wider community of historians of the war.

A survey of the constantly growing corpus of literature relating to the Western Front reveals (with the honorable exception of Anglesey) hardly any significant published works devoted wholly to the cavalry. Steven Badsey’s chapter in Paddy Griffith’s British Fighting Methods in the Great War,2 published in 1996, stood virtually alone in this regard for many years, and in any case formed a small part, less than forty pages, of a larger work devoted to other arms. Badsey has recently published (in 2008) Doctrine and Reform in the British Cavalry 1880–19183 based on his 1981 PhD thesis on the ‘Arme Blanche Controversy’.4 The Western Front did not form the main focus of this research, but Badsey concluded his thesis with the rueful observation that


The metaphor of the charge against machine guns, or of the incompetent Victorian cavalry general attempting to control a tank battle, has spread beyond military studies into the general vocabulary of historians and readers of history, as a touchstone of all that is reactionary, foolish, and futile. It is probably too well established ever to be removed.5



Richard Holmes put the point rather more succinctly when he observed ‘There are few subjects where prejudice has a clearer run than with the mounted arm in the First World War.’6 As a result, what little has been written on the cavalry has, of necessity, largely limited itself to attempting to overcome this significant body of ingrained negative opinion expressed concerning the arm, and to attacking the wealth of myth and uncritically repeated half-truths which surrounds its activities. Cavalry chapters in recent works by both Holmes and Gordon Corrigan are honourable examples of this.7 However, little or no time has yet been devoted to passing beyond assaults upon the old myths and preconceptions, and moving on to make a fresh and detailed assessment of the real history of cavalry in trench fighting. Thus there remains a significant gap in the literature of the First World War with regard to the analysis of the cavalry. It is the purpose of this book to move on to just such a detailed assessment.

It is necessary first to examine how the omission of the cavalry from First World War research has occurred, and why, in a field of study where lengthy works are devoted to a bewildering diversity of topics, more or less obscure, no major research effort has been directed specifically at the cavalry arm. The little research that has taken place has also concentrated on various rather narrow and oft-repeated questions. This omission can be discerned in the evolution of historical ideas concerning the Western Front as a whole, and in the changing orthodoxies surrounding the major issues of historical debate, such as the competence of command, the evolution of tactics and the influence of technology.

An examination of the historiography of the First World War shows that a significant change of view has taken place, in particular over the last two or three decades. This is most readily apparent in the interpretation of the rôle of the infantry and artillery, and the men who commanded them. The old myths of bungling incompetent leadership and of futile repeated sacrifice have largely been demolished. The roots of this change lie in the works over the last thirty years of John Terraine, and more recently in the efforts of scholars such as the late Paddy Griffith and Gary Sheffield in the UK, or Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson in Australia, Tim Travers in Canada, and others.8 Indeed these writers have built up a body of opinion so large that it may be argued that their school of thought has passed out of the realms of historical revisionism and become the new orthodoxy.

This quiet revolution in First World War studies has, however, largely passed without a detailed re-examination of the cavalry. Several of the old ‘incompetence’ myths which have been ably refuted in relation to the infantry have been allowed to stand in relation to the cavalry, and have even been reinforced by writers who take a much more modern and revisionist view with regard to other arms. This is at least partly because the debate has been viewed in terms of the battle between ‘modernism’ and ‘reaction’ in military thought, and the cavalry arm is an easy (if erroneous) shorthand for the latter. Badsey observed ‘even those academic historians who write on operational matters take the uselessness of cavalry and the arme blanche for granted’.9

An example of this is Tim Travers, who, in expounding a lengthy and at times vitriolic critique of Field Marshal Haig, set up an opposition between the ‘traditional’ (i.e. ‘bad’) and the ‘professional’ (i.e. ‘good’). In this distinctly black and white world he firmly placed Haig, ‘clinging to traditional nineteenth-century ideas about moral and cavalry’,10 at the head of the former camp. The word ‘cavalry’ is inserted in this context as a metaphor for all that is out-dated and unrealistic.

The roots of this ‘anti-cavalry’ stance can be traced to some of the earliest and most influential writers on the war. Terraine11 and Badsey12 have both placed the early responsibility for this on Sir James Edmonds, in Badsey’s words the ‘now slightly notorious’13 Official Historian. Edmonds was an engineer officer, and clearly no great supporter of cavalry or cavalrymen. Three of the most tenacious, and erroneous, ‘myths’ can be directly attributed to him, at least in part, and may be summarised as follows:


	The ‘cavalry generals’ myth: that the high command was dominated by cavalry officers and was thus, by extension, incompetent;

	The ‘last machine gun’ myth: that machine guns in any quantity, and in virtually any circumstances, rendered mounted operations suicidally costly;

	The ‘fodder’ myth: that the support of the Cavalry Corps was a drain on vital resources, particularly of shipping, and that those resources would have been better spent in the support of other arms.



The post-war debate over mechanisation also assisted in the demonisation of the cavalry arm. Writers such as J.F.C. Fuller and Basil Liddell Hart, in their advocacy of the future of armour, were quick to use the cavalry as a counterpoint to this, and as a symbol of all that was traditional and outdated.14 This train of thought has been adopted by more recent writers seeking to show that victory on the Western Front was achieved through the advance of technology, and through the success in particular of the tank, to the extent that a fourth myth, ‘the victory of the tanks’, may also be discerned.

The curious feature of all these allegations is that while a series of articles have appeared over the years individually demolishing each one, they are somehow so ingrained in the psyche of First World War writers that they do not really go away. Rather they persist, below the surface, as it were, to colour those writers’ subsequent views. Although, as has already been stated, it is intended here to move beyond these old arguments, the history and pernicious influence of each is worthy of brief examination.

Broadly stated, the ‘cavalry generals’ myth alleges that the presence of Field Marshal Haig amongst the ranks of the cavalry supports a (rather circular) thesis within which the man is used to denigrate the arm, and vice versa. The argument runs that Haig was the figurehead of a wider group of out-of-touch nineteenth-century cavalry officers, who succeeded in gaining positions of high command due to their mutual influence and support, and who, to a man, proved incapable of dealing with the technological and intellectual challenges of a conflict on the scale of the Western Front. The usual suspects commonly listed among these ‘cavalry generals’ include, besides Haig, his predecessor Sir John French, and the army commanders Gough, Byng, Allenby and Birdwood. (A concise summary of the history and chief proponents of this viewpoint can be found in Anglesey, A History of the British Cavalry, vol. VIII.)15

John Terraine’s article ‘Cavalry Generals and the ‘‘G’’ in Gap’16 was the first to present a full, statistically supported refutation of this argument. The piece was more widely viewed as a model of the new (at the time in 1980) revisionist thinking on the war, and the demolition of the old mythologies. Terraine was able to marshal a range of statistics to disprove the notion that the senior ranks of the BEF were disproportionately filled with cavalry officers. He was also able to show the origins of the myth in the published opinions of Edmonds (in the Official History) and Lloyd George, neither of whom was a particular supporter of Haig, or of the cavalry arm. It is largely Terraine’s model which has been followed by later scholars tackling the same question (e.g. Neillands17 and Anglesey).18 Indeed, Ian Malcolm Brown was sufficiently confident of the expiry of this controversy in 1998 to state simply: ‘… the very idea that Britain, France and Germany (as well as Austria-Hungary and Russia) all managed simultaneously to produce a generation of complete incompetents at the highest levels of command is patently ludicrous.’19

That might well be considered to be the end of the matter. However, in spite of the destruction of the myth itself, it continued to cast a shadow over subsequent thinking. On closer scrutiny, even Terraine’s own views on ‘cavalry generals’ are not as benign towards the cavalry as might at first appear. The chief plank of his argument seems to be that the majority of commanders were not cavalrymen, and therefore by implication were not incompetent. The inference can be drawn from this that to be a cavalry officer somehow implied a degree of incompetence. Terraine’s own biography of Haig, Douglas Haig, The Educated Soldier, albeit written seventeen years before ‘The ‘‘G’’ in Gap’, also showed that he was not quite able, in spite of his later protestations, to throw off an anti-cavalry prejudice. Examination of the earlier work reveals a marked degree of ambivalence towards the idea of Haig being a cavalryman. Terraine is at pains on a number of occasions to distance Haig from his own arm of service, observing, for example, ‘There was very little ‘‘Tally Ho’’ about Douglas Haig.’20

In seeking to exclude certain generals from such a group, the ‘cavalry generals’ debate tacitly acknowledges the existence of it. It is tempting to reverse this chain of logic, and to argue that if the leading Allied commanders were, as is suggested by Terraine, Griffith and others, actually quite good at their jobs, then their arm of service is irrelevant. Indeed further, the fact that so many of the senior commanders came from a cavalry background shows the pool of expertise and ability which existed within that arm, contrary to the opinion of those outside it, or of later historians.

The second, or ‘last machine gun’ myth, which holds that a mounted soldier was hopelessly vulnerable on the modern battlefield of 1914–18, is also clearly traceable to Sir James Edmonds and the Official History. Therein he quoted the observation by an anonymous American officer that ‘you can’t have a cavalry charge until you have captured the enemy’s last machine-gun’.21 Even Edmonds does not offer us any suggestion as to the qualifications of this commentator, and his opinion, for that is clearly what it is, is not borne out by the facts of a number of successful cavalry engagements, as we shall see. However, this viewpoint survives even into very recent literature on the subject.

The longevity of this myth can also, at least in part, be laid at the feet of John Terraine, albeit with the assistance of later writers who followed his line of argument. Edmonds’ opinion was extracted from the Official History and quoted by Terraine as if it were a substantial fact both in To Win a War in 197822 and again in White Heat in 1982.23 Terraine extended this argument to provide a blanket assessment of the cavalry’s contribution on the Western Front: that cavalry was out-dated and vulnerable, and that its contribution to the outcome of the war was insignificant. In his discussion of the battle of Neuve Chapelle in 1915 he observed:


To exploit a success, five divisions of cavalry were brought up behind the offensive front; this would also continue to be standard procedure. Occasion after occasion on the Western Front would show, until the changed conditions of the very last days, that cavalry were quite incapable of performing this function.24



Similarly, in a discussion of the Cambrai offensive in 1917: ‘The complete ineffectiveness of horse soldiers on a modern battlefield was demonstrated.’25 And finally, as late as 1918: ‘For one branch, however, there was no change. The Western Front remained an impossible theatre for cavalry to the end.’26 Terraine is probably correct in his assertion that the overall contribution made by the cavalry to the outcome of the war was not great (they certainly did not ‘win the war’). It is, however, by no means equally obvious that the cavalry was an inherently useless and obsolete fighting arm. As so often in history, an assertion that is deemed to be so self-evident as to require no further elaboration is found on closer examination to rest on extremely shaky foundations.

This same dismissal of the cavalry as useless, and requiring no further comment or investigation, has also continued to permeate other more recent and otherwise highly balanced and analytical studies of the war. Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson’s Command on the Western Front (1992) has been widely praised as an important and penetrating work, yet their attitude to ‘Horse soldiers’ (by which epithet the cavalry are frequently described in their book) is dismissive to a degree. Indeed their keenness to denigrate the cavalry led the authors to offer an interpretation of events which undermines the credibility of the remainder of their work. In commenting on the action at High Wood on 14 July 1916 they observed: ‘Unhappily a regiment of cavalry which had reached the front in the late afternoon accompanied the attack. The cavalry were soon dealt with by German machine-gunners. The infantry by contrast initially made good progress.’27

This action will be examined in detail later, but it takes little reading, even of Edmonds’ Official History,28 to discover that on that particular occasion a brigade of cavalry was able to advance successfully, undertake at least one mounted charge, capture a number of prisoners and machine guns, and hold the position until relieved by supporting infantry. Such distortions reflect little credit on their authors, but are typical of the curious historical blinkers by which many historians seem constrained when dealing with cavalry matters.

Even very modern works by those who place themselves firmly within the ‘new thinking’ on the war suffer from this burden of received wisdom. Gary Sheffield, in his Forgotten Victory (2001), is able to take a much more balanced view of the detail, calling the cavalry operations at High Wood ‘a considerable success’.29 However, when it comes to generalities, he follows the old line: ‘under the conditions usually pertaining to trench warfare, a combination of barbed wire and modern weapons rendered cavalry obsolete’.30 This remark might well have been lifted from any one of Terraine’s writings of twenty years earlier.

The failure of these writers to examine fully the relationship between mounted soldiers and machine guns also leads to a failure to appreciate the further point that this new technology was applied as often by the cavalry as at them. Even before the war Cavalry Training stated ‘the characteristics of machine guns as described in the previous section render them valuable for employment with cavalry’.31 This potential was further enhanced after the creation of the Machine Gun Corps (Cavalry) in 1916, as well as by the issue of as many as sixteen Hotchkiss guns per regiment. Thus in the later part of the war a cavalry brigade had a large and highly mobile source of potential firepower. This question will also be examined in more detail later, but the wider point, often missed, is that the machine gun was at least as much the friend of the mounted soldier as his enemy.

The third and final ‘fodder’ myth is perhaps the most often repeated of Edmonds’ assertions, and despite a number of thorough rebuttals in print continues to recur in First World War literature. Referring to the Canadian Cavalry Brigade’s successful action at Reumont in October 1918, the official historian wrote:


The cavalry had done nothing that the infantry, with artillery support and cyclists, could not have done for itself at less cost; and the supply of the large force of horses with water and forage had gravely interfered with the sending up of ammunition and the rations for the other arms, and with the allotment of the limited water facilities.32



It is possible that in this observation Edmonds was referring to the specifics of that operation, but it is equally probable that he intended a more general criticism. Either way, the remark has been taken and widened as a critique of the cavalry in the war as a whole; it is quoted at length by Terraine, both in To Win a War33 and again in White Heat, where he refers to it as ‘the final verdict’ on the cavalry.34 The Cavalry Corps, the argument runs, sat uselessly behind the line, eating its way through a vast amount of shipping resources which would have been better disposed winning the war. Statistics to support this view can be extracted from official figures. That the tonnage of fodder (5.8 million tons) shipped to France during the war exceeded even the tonnage of ammunition (5.2 million tons)35 is a statistic so often quoted as to have become something of an old chestnut. However, the comprehensive demolition of this myth by several writers seems to have passed largely unnoticed by historians. Badsey provides convincing chapter and verse (and statistics) in his unpublished thesis of 1981,36 and while a published version of the same arguments was presented by Anglesey in 199737 a tone of resignation is detectable in the latter’s comments on this topic:


There is one particularly pernicious myth that needs banishing from the minds of future historians. Even the most authoritative and reliable of those who have written about the Western Front repeat time and time again the fallacious idea that vast quantities of shipping had to be devoted to the provision of forage for the cavalry’s horses. This is nonsense. If the disquisition on p. 286 will not dismiss once and for all this too often propagated falsehood, the present author presumes to believe that nothing will.38



Sadly, one is inclined to agree with this depressing forecast. In Ian Malcolm Brown’s British Logistics on the Western Front 1914–1919 (1998) one might expect to find a detailed account of the fodder question. This is not the case. Brown offers only one paragraph in the whole book on the question of cavalry supply39 and even this serves only to muddy the waters as the relative statistics quoted relate only to the much smaller BEF of 1914. He is no doubt correct that in October 1914 the cavalry represented 16.7 per cent of the manpower and 34.4 per cent of the equine strength of the army in France. However, this ignores the fact that the vast growth of the army after 1915 saw a decline in the relative strength of the cavalry to as little as 1.1 per cent of overall BEF manpower40 and 6 per cent of its horses by 1918.41 The figures offered by Brown are therefore misleading by omission, if nothing else. Ironically, Brown’s most telling comment on the question is probably the very lack of any further discussion of the cavalry in his work. The absence of cavalry supply questions from his wider analysis of the supply problems of the BEF, and their solutions, allows the inference that these were simply not an issue. It is, however, a reflection of the state of the cavalry debate that a book of this sort can be considered complete without a proper examination of supply questions relating to an entire arm of service. It is also unfortunate that such a work, which might otherwise justly be considered the ‘last word’ on the subject, at least for the present, shies away from a significant and controversial aspect of its principal subject.

The tenacity not only of the fodder question but of all three great (Edmondsinspired) myths concerning the cavalry is reflected in the work of Steven Badsey, whose thesis of 198142 offered a comprehensive critique of all three. In his contribution to Griffith’s British Fighting Methods In The Great War (1996)43 he was obliged to reiterate, at least in precis in his opening pages, all that he had previously argued fifteen years before. His earlier observation concerning the deep roots of these prejudices, quoted at the outset of this chapter, seems painfully apt. Indeed, these debates have been rehearsed again here lest critics of what follows fall back on them as a basis for argument. What could and should have been laid to rest thirty years ago continues to be given currency, often by historians who frankly should know better.

Reference has also already been made to the use of the cavalry as a metaphor for the obsolescent, in contrast to new ‘modern’ methods of warfare. This practice has become particularly prevalent among writers examining the rôle of tanks in the First World War. A school of thought has developed that sees victory on the Western Front gained through technological advance; the new tanks are the instrument that breaks the trench deadlock, supported by aircraft, new artillery shells, wireless and other new-fangled devices.44 In this brave new world there is no place for the outdated horseman or his medieval arme blanche. This ‘technological determinism’ has been subject to a thorough critique by Gervaise Phillips (2002), who observed:


The rôle played by cavalry in the First World War has been obscured by the appearance of an (allegedly) alternative weapon system, combining mobility, firepower and the potential for undertaking shock action: the tank. Naturally the technologically minded military historian has seized upon the tank as the obvious replacement for the horse.45



Once again the mounted arm has provided an easy target for criticism, and more specifically, a place to lay the blame for some of the failures of the new technology. For example, much has been made of the faltering progress, or for some commentators outright failure, of cavalry–tank cooperation in the latter stages of the war. Terraine commented: ‘Much had been expected of the collaboration between the Whippets and the cavalry, but this proved to be an illusion…. By themselves the Whippets were very successful.’46 Prior and Wilson went further, suggesting that the concept ‘made no sense at all’,47 and that when attempted it was a ‘predictable fiasco … Cavalry soon outdistanced the tanks and proceeded on their own. Fortunately for the horse-soldiers, by this stage most German resistance had collapsed.’48 This statement is open to challenge on a number of points, but in this context it is their placing of the blame for this failure firmly on the cavalry which is most noteworthy.

The argument continues that not only were the cavalry incapable of cooperation with tanks, but at a higher level ‘cavalry generals’ (in particular Haig) failed to properly exploit the potential of the new technology. Phillips observed: ‘For Tim Travers the tank’s impact on the conflict was only limited by the lack of imagination of cavalry generals, who were unable to grasp the potential for waging mechanised warfare.’49 Thus the failure of tanks to play a more decisive rôle was not inherent in their technological immaturity, but imposed upon them by a ‘rival’ arm of service in the form of the cavalry. Paddy Griffith summarised this tendency:


If the tank’s experience on the Western Front was unfortunate and rather disappointing, that of the horsed cavalry was sadder still. They actually enjoyed little less battlefield success than tanks, but found themselves heaped with unjustified vilification in proportion as the latter were accorded unjustified accolades. This was doubly irksome since the pre-war cavalry had actually been tactically more aware and more advanced than the infantry.50



His last point is particularly significant as, rather than the cavalry failing to embrace the new technology, the reverse was true: large numbers of tank officers had come from the cavalry. Badsey has pointed out that this trend had been specifically encouraged at the time of the introduction of the ‘Whippet’ tank, with precisely such cooperation in mind.51

The battles of Cambrai in 1917 and Amiens in 1918 both had a significant cavalry component as well as tanks. These two offensives form the subjects of later chapters, and the relationship between horses and armour will be examined in some detail. However, in order to produce a balanced picture of the rôle of the cavalry in this context it is necessary to overcome a substantial weight of technologically driven prejudice, and to filter the large mass of armour-focused writing on these battles, to draw out the parallel, but to date largely untold, story of the cavalry.

Many of the writers who have been considered in this chapter are viewed as important progressive thinkers by those concerned with topics other than the cavalry. However, starting from a position of conscious or unconscious disregard for the relevance or usefulness of cavalry, these writers of the new ‘External’ school of thought on the Western Front (as it has become known)52 are confronted with a significant difficulty. One of the major platforms of their position is that the generals of the period, and Haig in particular, were possessed of more understanding of the military realities of their situation than history had latterly given them credit. And yet it was these same generals who persisted in retaining a cavalry force and building it into their plans for attack year after year, in spite of its repeated failure to play a decisive rôle. If these commanders were to be fully exonerated, the continued presence of cavalry must be accounted for, or to put it more bluntly ‘explained away’. Once again John Terraine serves as an exemplar, as it was he who set the tone for much of the following debate.

Despite his frequent repetition of the obsolescence and uselessness of cavalry, Terraine had no doubt that in the absence of a suitable alternative, cavalry was a vital part of offensive planning during the war:


Cavalry were always held in readiness behind every large-scale attack … Since the attacks failed, time after time, to break through the German defences, the cavalry found little opportunity for mounted action, and their presence has been the subject of much derisive comment. The fact remains that, with all its evident weaknesses, cavalry was the only mobile arm available during the First World War. What comment would be appropriate for a high command, which planned and launched great assaults, without making any provision for mobile exploitation, is not difficult to see.53



He leaves us in no doubt what that ‘comment’ would be in his scathing criticism of the German high command for its failure to support the offensive of 21 March 1918 with any mounted troops (the remaining German cavalry divisions in the West having been dismounted, the reasons for which will be examined later): ‘To launch an offensive intended to win the war with none at all was not just foolish: it was criminal.’54 Similar strong language occurs elsewhere: ‘A general who launches what he hopes will be a decisive offensive without an arm of exploitation (as Ludendorff did in 1918) strikes me as criminally culpable.’55 It is curious that he should make specific reference to ‘derisive comment’ about the cavalry when he himself is the author of a good deal of it. He also makes no reference to the inherent contradiction contained in his view that the cavalry was both a vital component of a decisive effort, and an arm which he variously dismisses elsewhere as ‘feeble’, ‘incapable’ and ultimately ‘obsolete’.

Terraine never fully resolved this dichotomy; while reluctant to dismiss the cavalry entirely, acknowledgement of its usefulness ran counter to the ‘modernist’ argument. One solution to this lay in the manipulation of terminology: ‘In the crisis of March [1918] the cavalry proved useful by virtue of its mobility, and its dismounted brigades, though weak … gave great help in puttying gaps and supporting counter-attacks. Thus they won great credit in the capacity that cavalry had always affected to despise – mounted infantry.’56

The underlying argument supporting this statement runs that ‘cavalry’ are an arme blanche shock weapon, and that as soon as they are engaged in a firepower-based rôle, they cease to be ‘cavalry’ proper and become merely a more mobile offshoot of the infantry. By extension, this argument continues, the rôle of ‘mounted infantry’ could have been filled equally satisfactorily by the infantry themselves. Badsey has thoroughly demonstrated the falseness of this hypothesis,57 showing that the British cavalrymen were able to absorb firepower doctrine and combine it with shock tactics to produce a highly flexible and effective tactical method, and that by contrast, simply putting infantry on horses was never a satisfactory solution. Arguably, the fact that cavalrymen were able to fulfil a firepower (or ‘mounted infantry’) rôle, as well as a more traditional shock (or ‘cavalry’) function, should be weighed in their favour when balancing their overall usefulness. Many historians, including Terraine, have, however, sought to argue for the removal of these achievements from the scales, as being somehow outside the cavalry’s formal brief. This kind of sophistry would have meant little to the cavalrymen doing the fighting.

In recent years there has been some new progress in studies of the cavalry. Griffith,58 Badsey59 and most recently Sheffield60 have identified the embryonic, but significant rôle of horse-mounted troops in the development of mobile warfare. It has been recognised that, in spite of the efforts of the propagandists of the 1930s to argue the contrary, the roots of ‘modern’ mobile warfare doctrine lay not in the tanks of the Western Front but in what could be termed in modern parlance ‘softskin’ transport. That the tanks of the day were not capable of the exploitation rôle that many have postulated for them is slowly becoming more widely accepted. These historians have gone further to consider the development of what Griffith calls the ‘cavalry brigade battlegroup’,61 an all-arms force consisting not only of cavalry and horse artillery, but also of motor machine-guns, lorry mounted infantry, and mobile medical and other supporting services. Badsey pursued this line further still, to make the analogy between cavalry and parachute forces, in their capacity to seize by coup de main positions ahead of the main force.62 These views are indeed a breath of fresh air in the cavalry debate, and it is arguable that they represent the start of the real debate on cavalry, rather than the old myth-based arguments.

There is a danger, however, that this sort of thinking can result in what J.P. Harris (in relation to the armour debate) terms ‘reading history backwards’.63 The application of late twentieth-century terminology and doctrine as a model for interpreting the Western Front immediately encounters the problem that Haig and Kavanagh, the Cavalry Corps commander, probably seldom used the word ‘battlegroup’, and could hardly have dreamed of paratroops. In order to evaluate the doctrines of the time they must be viewed from within their own contemporary framework. Haig has been subject to years of unjustified vilification because he failed to be prescient enough to discern the roots of Rommel’s panzer divisions or Operation Desert Storm in the faltering progress of the Mark I tanks at Flers. Travers is a particular proponent of this critique, observing: ‘The greatest problem was the way in which the late nineteenth-century paradigm failed to come to grips with the twentieth-century paradigm – one set of ideas simply did not engage the other emerging set of ideas.’64

Yet it was not Haig’s concern to explore ideas that might win wars in twenty or seventy-five years’ time; he had to win the war he was fighting then, and with the tools immediately available. To suggest that the shape warfare would take in the later twentieth century was apparent to observers living in its first decades is quite unreasonable, despite the hindsight-driven protestations of Fuller or Liddell Hart. In any case, even if Haig had been able to develop in theory a late twentieth-century style armoured warfare doctrine, the tanks at his disposal were simply not up to the job.

Thus, while interesting with the benefit of hindsight, the ‘birth of later doctrine’ argument misses the real point. The overall question, which this argument fails to address, is not whether seeds for the future were sown, but whether the retention of an (albeit by 1918 pitifully weak) force of cavalry on the Western Front was a reasonable decision by the high command at the time. Alternatively, was it, as has so often been argued, the result of a failure to understand the prevailing conditions of the fighting? The answer to this lies not in teasing out the roots of mobile warfare advances that would not fully develop until later conflicts, but in determining whether the cavalry soldiers there and then were able to fight effectively in a mounted rôle when called upon to do so.

The various issues outlined in this chapter leave a basic overall question about the cavalry yet to be answered by historians: how significant was the contribution of British and Dominion mounted troops to the fighting on the Western Front in the First World War? Answering this question is the principal purpose of this book.

Within this broader question a series of subsidiary themes and questions can be defined, and these can in turn be used as tools of measurement to assess the broader performance of the arm. The first of these is the most basic, and relates in part to the old ‘last machine-gun’ myth. That is, how did mounted troops fight? Not only against machine guns, but also against the whole range of opposition, including artillery and wire, and to what degree of effectiveness? That is, to what extent were they able to manoeuvre and survive within the prevailing battlefield environment, inflict casualties on the enemy and obtain battlefield objectives? Many of the answers to this question are somewhat counter-intuitive, as episodes of cavalry galloping into enemy positions with swords drawn were neither as rare nor as suicidally ineffective as it has suited some critics to assume. Nor was the ground over which many of the battles took place the wilderness of wire and shell-holes, as typified by the latter stages of Third Ypres, which fills the popular imagination. For example, large portions of the Somme front in 1916 had yet to be fought over at the outset of the offensive, and the ground over which the Cambrai offensive was launched was specifically chosen for its lack of shell damage. In spite of this, trench lines did form a significant obstacle that taxed those wishing to see a cavalry advance. This obstacle was, however, by no means insurmountable and thought was given to the means, technical and logistical, of overcoming it. While previous writers have referred in passing to ‘cavalry tracks’ and mobile trench bridging,65 no detailed study of these developments has yet been made. The sheer size of even a brigade of cavalry in terms of road space (although more often confined to cross-country routes), and its requirements in terms of shelter and water behind the line must also have provided a major challenge to those developing offensives. Thus the fact that it was possible for any mounted troops to reach the scene of action at all must indicate a significant level of planning and ‘behind the scenes’ work not yet adequately explored by historians.

This question inevitably has its focus at the tactical level, in the activities of brigade-sized and smaller formations, and in some cases in the exploits of individual regiments, squadrons and even troops of cavalry. It is only at this level that the true texture of the fighting, and the effectiveness or otherwise of various weapons and techniques, becomes apparent. Griffith66 and others have already demonstrated the crucial importance of tactical and technical changes at this low level of command to the outcome of infantry and artillery fighting. The attitude taken to Lewis guns at platoon level or to the exact weight and speed of a creeping barrage have been shown to make the difference between success and costly failure. A similar level of analysis remains to be undertaken for the mounted arm.

Many modern studies of the First World War, and in particular those concerned more at the tactical rather than strategic level, have also stressed the importance of ‘evolution’ in the development of the BEF and in its ultimate success.67 This process is often described in terms of a ‘learning curve’ along which the British army moved, developing its equipment and fighting methods with each new offensive. This raises the question as to what extent the cavalry underwent a similar process. It will be shown that while a variety of changes were made in the planning of cavalry operations at the divisional and corps level, and in the planning of army level offensives as a whole, there was a remarkable consistency in lower level cavalry tactics. The fighting methods spelt out in pre-war manuals, in particular Cavalry Training, published in 1912 (incidentally edited and partially written by Douglas Haig), continued to be applied by junior commanders and continued to be effective. This was increasingly the case in the later stages of the war. However, this was not a result of an evolution in tactics by the cavalry themselves. Instead, as will be shown in later chapters, the character of the war had evolved around the cavalry; in particular the changes in German defensive systems, and the adoption of deep defence, made existing cavalry methods ever more appropriate on the battlefield.

If, however, cavalry were more effective tactically during the First World War than they have hitherto been given credit for, their failure to make a larger overall contribution to the fighting needs to be explained. The answer to this lies in Command, Control and Communications (or ‘C3’ in modern parlance), the major factor hindering greater cavalry effectiveness, and the key to so many missed opportunities on the Western Front. The attitude of army and corps commanders, and of the commander-in-chief, to cavalry operations needs to be examined. The slowness of these men to grasp the potential (and indeed the limitations) of cavalry forces in the set-piece offensives of 1915–18, was a major factor in their performance. The rôle of Haig in particular, as commander-in-chief, and his enthusiasm for the arm, but his fundamental misunderstanding of their rôle, was also a key issue.

It will also be apparent that failures of communications, and an inability to appreciate the limitations of what communication methods were available, were critical factors in hindering cavalry operations. Attempts were made to address these difficulties by practical solutions in the form of increased use of wireless, and of RFC/RAF contact patrols, for example. However, more important was the reordering of the chain of command to allow those nearer the ‘sharp end’ of the fighting a greater degree of control over the resources deployed on their battlefield. The degree to which this was achieved remains to be seen.

Another key factor in the effectiveness or otherwise of the cavalry in the period under consideration was the rôle of the Cavalry Corps as an institution, and of its commander ‘Black Jack’ Kavanagh. He was to play a significant part in the functioning (or otherwise) of the chain of command, and to exert a powerful influence over the effectiveness of the corps. Examination of this also leads to the question of what exactly the Cavalry Corps headquarters was supposed to do, and indeed whether it even needed to exist in the form it took from the end of 1916 onwards, or whether it was a hindrance to operations, and should have modelled itself after the fashion of the newly created Tank Corps.

Mention of the Tank Corps raises the question of cavalry–tank cooperation, and of new technology more generally. The significant anti-cavalry and proarmour bias of much of the existing literature has already been discussed. The examination of this relationship is also critical. The tank forms only one part of this picture, as armour in the form of armoured cars served alongside the cavalry from the outset of the war. These vehicles were to fight alongside the cavalry in the Somme battles as well as in the operations of spring 1917. Tanks themselves cooperated with the cavalry at Cambrai in 1917, and particularly significantly at Amiens in 1918. The relative performance of the two arms, horsed and mechanical, and their degree of compatibility needs to be considered. Far from being a replacement for the cavalry, tanks had at best a complementary rôle on the battlefield, and in some cases performed an entirely different function. Thus the relationship between the two is far more complex than simply the ‘new’ taking over from the ‘old’.

The final aspect of the contribution of the cavalry to the conflict to be considered, and one that draws together the conclusions from all the earlier themes, is operational success. Were the cavalry able to accomplish the tasks set out for them by their higher commanders? Or were they ultimately unsuccessful when measured against these goals? Typically this analysis is undertaken at the ‘operational’ level, that of offensives as a whole, at the command level of corps and army, as often the lower level tactical effectiveness of the arm was neutralised by poor command and control or other factors. Tactical battlefield effectiveness is relevant, and command and control systems function well only when they bring the troops concerned into contact with the enemy at the right place and time. For each of the British offensives between 1914 and 1918 it is necessary to make a judgement on the success of the cavalry operations therein.

In most cases the cavalry failed to obtain the objectives set out for them by their commanders, and by Haig, the commander-in-chief, in particular, and to that extent they were unsuccessful. However, this conclusion has to be balanced by consideration of the objectives, which in many cases were unrealistic, and provide a poor yardstick for assessment of the success of the arm. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, this has also been compounded by the keenness of many historians to use these objectives to denigrate not only the arm but also the commanders, notwithstanding the circular character of this argument.

It would have been possible to structure this study on a thematic basis, but it was felt that, unlike some other aspects of First World War studies, the history of the cavalry has been so little investigated that a statement of the basic narrative history was required in order to provide a context for the analytical parts of the study. Also in a number of cases the narratives of events offered by previous writers are simply factually incorrect, so a retelling of the course of events is required. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, many of the conclusions of these earlier scholars were also based on little or no analysis of events, or on the hearsay opinions of participants in the war whose position could hardly be considered neutral.

The narrative herein was constructed to a great extent from contemporary unit war diaries. These documents, consulted in the original in the National Archives, have the advantage of being written very close to the events described, and contain a significant amount of hard data, including texts of messages and operations orders, times, map locations and grid references, and casualty figures. Comparison of the diaries from different participating units and levels of command was also instructive. Reference was also made to the diaries of individuals and published memoirs, particularly those in positions of command, as well as other eye-witnesses. However, the difficulties of taking some of this material at face value will become apparent, particularly with regard to the Somme battles.

Secondary sources of particular importance are the Official History of the conflict (although this too is not without its own faults and internal biases), and the inter-war volumes of Cavalry Journal. The latter is a particularly important source as during the period 1919–1939 a significant body of not only personal accounts of the war but also analytical articles appeared in its pages. These pieces were also subject to peer review and discussion published in the letters pages of subsequent editions, much of which is highly illuminating. From these various sources a narrative of events has been created that forms the core of each chapter.

When Donald R. Morris set out to write The Washing of the Spears, his classic account of the Anglo–Zulu war of 1879, he discovered that the story, in order to make sense, had to start in 1807.68 Likewise, the amount of mounted activity revealed by research for this book was something of a surprise. Indeed particularly with the fighting of 1914, and again of later 1918, it became impossible to deal exhaustively with every mounted cavalry action in a work of this length. However, rather than narrowing the focus, it was felt that a broader, if slightly less detailed, overview of the whole period was critical to the understanding of the subject. The nature of much of the fighting in 1914, prior to the development of trench warfare, means that the rôle of the cavalry during that period, while interesting, bears only a little on the questions raised by the later offensives. Equally, although the cavalry played a vital and costly part, largely on foot, in a defensive capacity at Ypres in 1915, they were not significantly involved in the major offensives attempted earlier that year. Thereafter the focus of attention narrows to a field which encompasses the principal attempts by the British to break the trench deadlock from 1916 onwards. It was not possible to devote space to Third Ypres in 1917. Although crucial to the understanding of the evolution of other arms, the Cavalry Corps was rapidly excluded from that battle as the true nature of the fighting became evident, and mounted forces played little significant rôle in it. The core of this work therefore concentrates on what for many was the heart of the war: the trench fighting in France from 1915 to early 1918.

[image: images]

Nonetheless one must start at the beginning, in August 1914. It is arguable that more men were mobilised on horseback in 1914 than at any other period in history. The Field Service Pocket Book of 1914 included a handy table of the forces of various principal foreign armies on mobilisation. From it can be listed the cavalry forces of the major belligerents: France had at her disposal ten cavalry divisions consisting of around sixty regiments or 45,000 men, Germany eleven divisions, or sixty-six regiments, totalling about 55,000 men, Austria-Hungary a further ten divisions and five independent brigades, equivalent to around fifty regiments or 45,000 men, while Russia’s European army included a massive twenty-three divisions of cavalry totalling around 80,000 men.69 This provided the Central Powers with a total of around 100,000 cavalry, while the Allies could field nearly 150,000. This can be compared with the cavalry portion of Napoleon’s Grande Armée of 1812, possibly one of the largest single military forces ever previously assembled, which amounted to only 80,000 horsemen.70

Reference to the army of Napoleon is also relevant in as much as most of the cavalry of Europe in 1914 would have been quite recognisable to soldiers of that earlier period. French cavalry still wore the brightly coloured uniforms, brass helmets and in some cases the steel cuirasses of their predecessors from the nineteenth century. They were armed with a modern bolt-action carbine but this was a short-barrelled and rather ineffective weapon. The cavalry of imperial Germany were slightly more modern but also carried an inferior rifle, and retained a distinctly antiquated outlook. These powers had clashed previously in the Franco–Prussian War of 1870, and even though that conflict provided lessons in the effectiveness of modern firepower for those who chose to learn them, it also provided enough examples of the success of old-style arme blanche cavalry charges for the conservatives to win the tactical debate in many armies.71

The initial cavalry force sent to the continent from the UK was small in comparison to the continental armies (as indeed was the BEF itself). At the outset of the war in 1914 the BEF included five brigades of cavalry. Of these, four were under the command of the newly created Cavalry Division, while the other, the 5th Cavalry Brigade under Brigadier General Chetwode, was nominally independent.72 This provided a force of fifteen regiments, along with a further two regiments broken up by squadrons among the six infantry divisions of the BEF as divisional cavalry. All of these units, including those forming the divisional squadrons, were regular, rather than yeomanry regiments. (One Regiment of Special Reserve, the North Irish Horse, was also attached to the BEF at Army level.) This made up a total force of some 9,269 men and 9,815 horses, along with attached artillery and ancillary units.73

This represented only a portion of the total cavalry force available to the British Empire. In 1914 there were thirty-one regiments of regular cavalry in the British army. These consisted of the three regiments of Household Cavalry (two of Life Guards, and the Royal Horse Guards or ‘Blues’), seven regiments of Dragoon Guards, three regiments of Dragoons, and a further eighteen regiments of ‘light cavalry’ – Hussars and Lancers. Many of these regiments were scattered in postings around the Empire, mostly in India and South Africa, and only about half were in the UK at any one time. Most of the overseas-based regiments were recalled to serve on the Western Front in the two additional British cavalry divisions raised at the end of 1914, while others were to arrive in France as part of Indian cavalry divisions, meaning that by 1918 nearly every British regular cavalry regiment had been involved in fighting on one front or another, and in that year twenty-seven regiments were serving in France and Belgium.

Also available were a further fifty-five regiments of yeomanry. These were part-time territorial soldiers, organised under the same system as their infantry counterparts following the Haldane reforms of 1908. In theory, territorial soldiers were intended for the defence of the UK and were not required to serve overseas, but nearly all immediately volunteered for foreign service and the first yeomanry regiments arrived in France in September 1914.74 As we shall see, these regiments were soon integrated into the cavalry divisions, and there was little to distinguish their performance from that of the regular cavalry.

The Indian army also included a further forty-three regiments of cavalry of various types. Twelve of these regiments were to serve on the Western Front between late 1914 and January 1918, while of the rest some remained in India, and others fought with distinction (alongside yeomanry regiments) in Palestine and Mesopotamia. The line-up was completed by a brigade of Canadian cavalry, which arrived in France in 1915, and of course the legendary Australian Light Horse, although only one regiment of the latter, the 13th, served on the Western Front. These overseas forces will be discussed in more detail later, but much of what follows in terms of training and efficiency was equally applicable to them as well as to their British counterparts.

The crucial difference between all of these cavalrymen, whether regular, territorial or imperial, and their continental cousins was the experience of the Boer War in South Africa from 1899 to 1902. In this campaign the battlefield had been dominated by the mounted rifleman. The Boer farmers and, as the war progressed, also the imperial forces relied heavily on the mobility of horses combined with the firepower of magazine rifles in the hands of men who could shoot. The response to this in the British cavalry was the adoption of doctrines which, while retaining the sword and lance, emphasised the power of the rifle and machine gun.75 Gone were the elaborate nineteenth-century uniforms. The British cavalryman of 1914 wore the same dull but functional khaki tunic and cap as his colleagues in the infantry, and carried the same excellent ‘Short Magazine Lee Enfield’ rifle or SMLE. This had in fact been designed with use by cavalrymen specifically in mind and gave them a weapon that was comparable to the infantry weapons of their opponents, and significantly superior to the cavalry carbines of the French and Germans. The importance of individual marksmanship was also recognised and cavalrymen were taught to shoot with the same ‘fifteen rounds a minute’ efficiency as the infantry, receiving the same incentives for good shooting in the form of proficiency pay.

Gone also were the distinctions between ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ cavalry. Universal patterns of saddle and bridle were introduced in 1902,76 and dragoons trained and drilled in the same way as hussars or lifeguards and carried identical equipment. The only distinction was in lancer regiments, which had campaigned successfully for the reintroduction of the lance after it was temporarily phased out, and all lancer regiments were so armed in 1914. Incidentally non-lancer regiments serving with the Indian cavalry divisions also equipped one squadron with lances, so as will be seen in 1916 the 7th Dragoon Guards were able to charge with lances on at least one memorable occasion (described later).

The other key area of improvement resulting from the South African experience was in horse-mastership. The loss rate of horses in South Africa had been virtually unsustainable, and was attributable not only to the harsh climate but also to putting horses in the hands of men who did not know how to look after them properly. Out of the 518,000 horses employed by the British army in the course of the Boer War, no fewer than 326,000 (or 66 per cent) died.77 By 1914 this situation had changed radically and the care and management of his mount was one of the key skills of any British cavalryman. The habit of marching dismounted and leading the horses for a portion of every hour, practised by British cavalry throughout the war, but particularly in 1914, attracted the derision of their French counterparts, but its benefits were evident in the relative horse-loss rates of the two armies. Tom Bridges, who in 1914 was serving as a major in the 4th Dragoon Guards (but was later to reach the rank of lieutenant general), summed up the condition of the British cavalry in 1914:


The Cavalry division under Allenby, consisting of four brigades with a total of twelve regiments and nine batteries of Horse Artillery, was a fine and well mounted command, and its fighting value was probably much greater than that of any force of its size in the Allied or enemy armies. It was well trained not only to shock but to fire tactics (the results of long experience of colonial warfare) and while our horse-mastership was good, that of the Germans was inferior and that of the French (who like James Pigg never got off) was bad. The British cavalryman walked nearly as much as he rode, with the result that his horse whom he regarded as a friend and comrade kept condition remarkably well.78



One factor which acted against the best efforts of the cavalryman to look after his horse was simply the weight of kit and equipment he was expected to carry. The soldier was expected to be able to move and fight independently for up to 24–48 hours, and even when they were united with the wagons and limbers of the regimental transport, the latter largely carried heavier communal items and reserve stores. Thus almost everything required day to day by horse and man had to be carried by horse and man. Once again the Field Service Pocket Book provided an itemised (albeit perhaps slightly idealised) list. In addition to his uniform the cavalry private carried 100 rounds of .303” ammunition for his rifle, 90 rounds of which were in a leather bandolier slung over his shoulder; he also had a haversack over his other shoulder for rations, and a felt-covered enamel water bottle. On his saddle were mounted his sword, usually on the ‘near’ or left side, and his rifle in a leather bucket on the ‘off’ side. Attached to these were his mess tin, picketing peg, water bucket and a feedbag with a ration of corn or oats for the horse. In addition, strapped on to the saddle were a pair of wallets containing his spare socks and underwear, shaving kit, horse-grooming brushes, etc., along with a waterproof groundsheet and on some occasions his greatcoat. All of this, along with the saddlery itself and blankets underneath, weighed about 100lb (50kg), or nearly as much as the rider himself. With him in the saddle the total weight was quoted as ‘about 18 stone’79 (125kg). As the war progressed, he was also issued with a second bandolier of ammunition to fit around the horse’s neck, a bayonet for his rifle and in 1916 a steel helmet, not to mention Mills bombs, wire cutters and all the other impedimenta of modern warfare. This weight was clearly excessive, and every effort was made to leave out items not considered to be urgently required; greatcoats, for example, were often gone-without, but it was an unfortunate military fact that almost all of the kit was required at some stage and little could be left behind without seriously hampering efficiency. The cost in horseflesh of this heavy burden was to become apparent as the war progressed (in particular at Arras in 1917) but there was little to be done, except to dismount whenever possible and unsaddle whenever it was reasonable to do so. Much grumbling probably accompanied the constant tacking up and untacking and marching, but the necessity for it was clear.

Much of the equipment was deliberately attached to the saddle rather than to the man; for example, he no longer wore a sword belt as this weapon was slung from the saddle. The sword was intended only for use while mounted, and so was left behind when on foot, rather than dragging along and tripping up its owner. When dismounted the soldier had only his rifle, ammunition, haversack and water-bottle, the items immediately required, and was nimble as a result. The problem with this was that from late 1914 onwards the cavalryman was often completely separated from his horse to do duty in the trenches, or in several offensives (described later) to provide reserves for his infantry counterparts. On these occasions, as he was not supplied with a backpack, all a soldier’s bits and pieces had to be stuffed into the pockets of his greatcoat, or rolled up in the coat itself, and the whole strapped sausage-like en-banderole around his body. On foot at least this was a very unsatisfactory arrangement.

Outfitted with all this modern and well designed but inevitably heavy equipment, men and horses were grouped into regiments. The soldier’s immediate circle, and the smallest organisational unit in a regiment was the section of eight men, commanded by a corporal. On parade, on the march or in battle, this group formed up in two ranks of four men, and was the basic building block of all drills mounted and dismounted. Four sections formed a troop of about thirty men, commanded by a junior officer, typically a lieutenant, assisted by an experienced troop sergeant. In turn, four troops formed a squadron, numbering around 120–130 men, led by a major or captain, and three squadrons made up a regiment.80 This gave an overall regimental strength of around 400, significantly smaller than an equivalent infantry battalion, which had an establishment of over 800.

Each regiment also started the war with an integral machine-gun section armed with two Vickers machine guns. These were a significant addition to the firepower of the unit and somewhat made up for the lack of rifle firepower resulting from the small size of the regiment, and the need for one in four men to be told off as horse-holders, and therefore unable to shoot. Three regiments formed a brigade, and at this level the formation also included a battery of Royal Horse Artillery, firing 13-pdr ‘Quick-firing’ (QF) guns (identical to those used by the King’s Troop RHA on ceremonial occasions today). The cavalry brigade also had a field squadron of Royal Engineers, a signal squadron, a cavalry field ambulance unit, a veterinary section, and integral supply and ammunition columns. This meant that the brigade was a virtually self-contained formation with all the elements and troop types required to act independently and sustain itself in the field for short periods without additional support. As has been described, four such brigades formed the Cavalry Division in August 1914 along with an additional ‘Independent’ brigade.

Unfortunately, while the individual regiments and the soldiers within them were arguably at the peak of efficiency on mobilisation in 1914, this could not be said of the higher command of the cavalry, and indeed the problems that developed then were to persist for much of the war. The sources of some of the later command and control problems can be traced in its early structure. The particular problem was one facing the BEF as a whole at this period: its lack of pre-existing divisional and corps level command elements. The infantry was divided into two corps, but headquarters for these had to be created ad-hoc as no higher formation than the division had previously existed in the peacetime army. In the cavalry the situation was worse; only brigade staffs had existed before the war, and when Major General Allenby was given command of the Cavalry Division (later the 1st Cavalry Division), he had to create a staff essentially by co-opting officers he knew to be available and suitably qualified.81 In any case a four-brigade division was too large to handle effectively, and as the summer of 1914 wore on the division was split into two groups. In part this was prompted by rivalries among the senior cavalrymen themselves. The controversy over the rôle of the cavalry in the ‘Curragh Incident’ of earlier in 1914 had damaged the relationships between many of these men, in particular Hubert Gough, initially commanding 3rd Cavalry Brigade, and Allenby himself.82 These personal difficulties also extended beyond the Cavalry Division to the higher levels of command. There was little love lost between the two senior cavalrymen in France, Douglas Haig, now commanding I Corps, and Sir John French, the commander of the BEF. If nothing else, these rivalries give the lie to the idea that there was a club of ‘cavalry generals’ in the BEF helping one another.

By Christmas 1914 the command situation was exacerbated as more cavalry arrived in France. The existing force was split into two divisions, and a third, initially commanded by Julian Byng, was created. A Cavalry Corps was formed in October 1914, initially commanded by Allenby and then briefly by Byng, before in the course of 1915 the former was moved sideways to command an infantry corps and the latter departed for Gallipoli.83 Two divisions of cavalry also arrived from India in November and December 1914, forming a separate Indian Cavalry Corps under Major General Frederic Rimington.84 (These divisions included a mix of Indian and British regiments, of which more later.) Counted together, these two corps represented a force of forty-five regiments of cavalry, or around 20,000 men, but few of its leaders had commanded more than a regiment in combat prior to 1914, and none more than a brigade even under peacetime conditions.

No specific criticism of these men is implied by the observation that they lacked experience; Allenby, Byng and Gough all rose to army command and their performance in that capacity will be considered in later chapters. However, taken in conjunction with the fact that there were no pre-existing administrative or logistical structures for the cavalry at even divisional, let alone corps, level, and (in spite of years of debate on the matter)85 no clear doctrinal model for how such large forces of horsemen should be used operationally, it is clear that those planning the rôle of cavalry in the coming battles were working essentially in the dark. The extent to which a consistent operational method could be developed by these commanders remained to be seen.
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The operations of the BEF and of the cavalry in August and September 1914 have been well described in any number of different accounts.86 As this work is mainly concerned with the more neglected activities of the cavalry in the trench warfare that characterised the Western Front from the end of the year onwards, there is not space to cover the activities of the mounted arm in that early period in great detail. However, there were several occasions of mounted combat which merit examination as exemplars of the spirit in which the cavalry began the war, and indeed in which they were to continue it through all the trials and frustrations of the next four years.

The first was the tiny but famous action at Casteau on 22 August. As the BEF arrived in France at the end of August and took up positions on the left of the French line around Mons in Belgium, the regiments forming the divisional cavalry squadrons as well as large numbers of men from the Cavalry Division itself were broken up into small patrols both to provide a screen for the activities of their own forces and to spy out the movements of the advancing Germans.87 This was doubly necessary as the weather had turned misty and the reconnaissance efforts of the fledgling Royal Flying Corps were much hampered by the poor visibility.88 As dawn broke on 22 August one of these screening patrols, C Squadron of the 4th Dragoon Guards, found itself in the little village of Casteau, on the main road north out of Mons to Brussels. Probing northwards in search of the enemy, the dragoons spotted a patrol of German Uhlans advancing down the road.89 In fact these were members of the German 4th Cuirassiers, but as at the time all German cavalry regardless of their regimental title were lance-armed, they tend to always appear in British accounts as Uhlans (i.e., ‘Lancers’). The commander of C Squadron, Major Tom Bridges, whose remarks were quoted earlier, dismounted two troops to provide fire support, and kept two troops mounted for shock action. These he hid behind a farm, hoping to ambush the enemy as they came closer; however, the Germans spotted something suspicious and turned back before the trap could be sprung. Surprisingly for such a small battle, the precise sequence of events which followed differs in various accounts. Two things certainly happened: the two mounted troops commanded by Captain Hornby charged down the road and came into hand-to-hand contact with the German cavalry, winning the fight and driving them back on to their supports. Meanwhile, some of the enemy were engaged with rifle fire and Corporal Thomas was credited with being the first BEF soldier to inflict a casualty on the German army with a rifle. By his own account,


I could see a German cavalry officer some four hundred yards away standing mounted in full view of me, gesticulating as he disposed his dismounted men and ordered them to take up their firing positions to engage us. Immediately I saw him I took aim, pulled the trigger and automatically, almost instantaneously, he fell to the ground obviously wounded, but whether he was killed or not is a matter I do not think was ever cleared up.90



Another ‘first kill’ was credited that day, Captain Hornby being the first man to use the new 1908 pattern cavalry sword in anger and ‘run through’ a German with it. For this rather gruesome achievement he was immediately recommended for the DSO, as the brigade commander General De Lisle had promised this reward to whoever was the first to do so.91

Apart from being the first time that casualties were inflicted on the Germans by the BEF, Casteau was not a particularly significant engagement, and was followed by many similar skirmishes over the coming days and weeks. Nonetheless, it set the tone for what was to follow. It is arguable that the reverse experienced by the German cavalry on the 22nd established the moral ascendancy of the British cavalry over their opponents, which was retained for the remainder of the campaign. Tom Bridges reflected on this:


This was the first action of the British Expeditionary Force and one of the very few occasions when the arme blanche was used during the war. [An arguable point perhaps, as will become apparent.] The actual casualties inflicted were few, but the moral effect on both sides was great. We did not quite know what would happen when we got up against the German cavalry of which there were great masses all trained to shock action. But Hornby had solved the problem for us, and when Uhlan [sic] prisoners, captured Prussian horses and a stack of lances in a buggy were brought in by the Squadron Sergeant-Major past the whole cavalry division, there was no further doubt.92



Thus the British cavalry was in the ascendancy in what in earlier years would have been known as a ‘war of outposts’, involving reconnaissance, patrolling and skirmishing in small units. The bigger question was whether cavalry could contribute to the battle in larger set-piece encounters at regimental level and above. Two actions in the last week of August 1914 will serve as good examples of regimental-and brigade-level mounted action: the charge of the 2nd Cavalry Brigade at Audregnies on 24 August, and the action of the 5th Cavalry Brigade at Cerizy (or in some accounts Moy) on 28 August. The outcomes of these two engagements were very different. Anglesey covered both in his A History of the British Cavalry, and his reasoning for doing so bears repetition:


The excuse for going into so much of the details of both the Audregnies and Cerisy [sic] actions is that they provide the best examples of early First World War chiefly mounted actions by the British regular cavalry: the former illustrating how not, and the latter how to do it.93



After first contacting the German advanced guards on 22 August, the BEF carried out a successful holding action along the canal line at Mons. However, by the 24th their position had become exposed by the retreat of French forces on their right, and their left was essentially in the air and vulnerable to outflanking by the German IV Corps, the right wing of which was feeling its way around the western extremity of the Allied line. Much of the British force was able to disengage successfully from its attackers and begin a retreat, but the German advance around the open left flank risked cutting off the westernmost infantry units, including Sir Charles Fergusson’s 5th Division.94 Allenby’s cavalry division, which had been protecting this open flank, had sent out patrols early in the morning and encountered no Germans, so had begun its own retreat southward. This potentially left the flank of 5th Division exposed. A message was sent by Fergusson to Allenby’s cavalry division headquarters and the nearest cavalry unit, De Lisle’s 2nd Cavalry Brigade, asking for support to enable the infantry to retire. An account of subsequent events from De Lisle’s 2nd Brigade headquarters is contained in the brigade War Diary. 95 After consultation with Allenby, De Lisle moved his brigade back northward to a covering position (vacated by the brigade earlier that morning) around the village of Audregnies. From here he pushed out the 18th Hussars and L Battery RHA into defensive positions, and they were soon dismounted and unlimbered and engaging the advancing German infantry at a range of ‘about 800 yards’ (750m). He then went on to give a fateful order:


I rode back to the village where I met Lieutenant Colonel Campbell commanding 9th Lancers and ordered him at all costs to check the hostile advance, adding ‘It may be necessary for your regiment to charge.’ I then rode to meet the 4th DGs and ordered Lieutenant Colonel Mullens to support the 9th Lancers with his regiment and to assume charge of defence NE of the river until my return.96



The consequences of inviting a British regular cavalry regiment, at the opening of the first continental campaign for nearly a hundred years, to charge if ‘necessary’, even one honed in the new doctrines of fire and movement, were inevitable. John Terraine summarised the mood:


British cavalry rarely need urging to dash at the enemy. All through the Peninsular war the Duke of Wellington complained bitterly of this habit of rushing headlong at the foe…. The British cavalry had learned much since then, but old habits die hard, and we seem to see a survival of this one in what followed.97



Colonel Campbell immediately ordered his Lancers to mount up (they had been waiting behind the village and had, quite correctly, dismounted to rest the horses), and led them at a gallop out of the village in column of squadrons, lances ‘engaged’ (lowered). Two squadrons of the 4th Dragoon Guards followed in column of troops, while the third diverted to the west to capture a cottage guarding the flank of the attack.98 Major Leveson, commanding B Squadron of the 18th Hussars, was occupying a dismounted firing line in the railway cutting to the east of the line of attack. He described what he saw in a letter to the War Office Historical Branch, compilers of the Official History:


Suddenly there was a tremendous increase in the hostile gun and machine-gun fire on our left. I looked in that direction down the railway line (we were at the left (west) end of the cutting) and I saw our cavalry moving forward at a gallop. They appeared to be charging. They were some 1,500 yards away on my left and I could not tell if it was the 2nd Brigade or not. The first three squadrons carried lances and were in open column of squadrons. The remainder had no lances and appeared to be in column of troops as near as possible, but in both cases the formation, if ever made, was being rapidly lost. They were being exposed to terrific shell and m.g. fire. A dozen shells bursting over them at a time – I could distinctly see the men falling off their horses, others evidently wounded just clinging on.99



Colonel Campbell, leading the 9th Lancers, was a pre-war Grand National-winning jockey, and he set a fierce pace. There is some suggestion that the lancers attempted to deploy into line of squadrons on leaving the village but if so this made little difference to their already ragged formation. Second Lieutenant Roger Chance was following in the ranks of the Dragoon Guards: ‘If there is a hail of bullets I am not aware of it, as with Sergeant Talbot glimpsed alongside, and the men thundering after us, I endeavour one-handed to control my almost runaway steed.’100

Gallant though this charge was, the problem facing 2nd Cavalry Brigade was simple; as Major Leveson commented, ‘I could not see any objective they might have had.’101 While there were isolated groups of German infantry in the cornfields to the north of the village, the enemy’s main body was still some distance away and their artillery further still. Thus the charge petered out long before it reached any appreciable target. Some sources suggest that the ground was divided by wire fences and these caused the attack to halt, but this is disputed.102 After galloping approximately a mile (1.6km) the cavalry reached a mineral railway, which marked the limit of their advance, and a sugar factory, or ‘Sucrerie’, which offered some shelter and a rallying point. By this time they were under intense artillery fire. Captain Francis Grenfell of the Lancers described how ‘We simply galloped about like rabbits in front of a line of guns, men and horses falling in all directions.’103 After that it was simply a matter of individuals and small groups trying to fall back and save themselves. Leveson of the 18th Hussars, still in the cutting, was on the receiving end of this pellmell retreat:


Between 5 and 10 minutes later, the remnants of this charge, a mob of men and horses, many wounded, poured into our cutting. I recognised Captain Sewell of the 4th DGs and Captain Grenfell of the 9th Lancers, and I believe Colonel David Campbell of the 9th Lancers. They galloped on down the cutting taking some of my led horses with them.104



The charge was a clear failure. The two regiments involved, the 9th Lancers and 4th Dragoon Guards, had suffered 169 men killed, wounded or taken prisoner and lost over 300 horses105 without contacting a significant body of enemy forces. De Lisle, however, claimed credit for his brigade for inflicting a significant delay on the German advance:


The charge was well led and gallantly executed by all squadrons. The actual effect was marred by a line of fence between the squadrons and the enemy, the moral effect was complete. The enemy did not advance beyond the wire fence for 4 hours and gave time for the 5th Div. to retire in good order.106



While the final sentence is true, it is much more likely that the German infantry attacks that followed the charge were broken up by effective artillery fire from the three RHA batteries of the cavalry division which had joined the defence line, as well as the guns of the 5th Division, which were brought into action against them. Meanwhile a cavalry brigade had been reduced to the strength of a regiment. Naturally the press at home in the UK seized on the story of cavalry heroism, and a painting was produced of Captain Grenfell riding over the German guns, despite the fact that by his own admission he never ‘reached a point closer than 800 yards’ from them.107 Somehow the losses had to be justified. Grenfell was awarded a VC for his efforts in helping to recover some of the guns at a later stage of the battle, and a similar decoration was recommended for Lieutenant Colonel Campbell. His caustic reply sums up his jaundiced view of the battle: ‘I want my squadrons back, not VCs or medals.’108

There is little that can be claimed from this action to the credit of the cavalry. The 18th Hussars and the artillery had already established a firm defence line to the east of the village, with the 5th Division infantry and more guns on their right, and it was this position which was successfully defended for much of the rest of the day. There was nothing to be achieved by charging at that moment, and even had there been, it should have been carried out with far more circumspection, in good order, and after proper objectives had been identified and the ground reconnoitred. Some sources suggest that De Lisle ordered the charge himself, telling Campbell ‘I’m going to charge the enemy’.109 If so, much of the blame for the losses rests with him, and this would explain Campbell’s strong words about his squadrons, quoted above. It seems on this occasion that enthusiasm got the better of good judgement, at brigade and divisional headquarters at least.

The action at Cerizy could not be more of a contrast (and interestingly was fought largely in the absence of the brigade commander). Fought on 28 August, this was an action involving the cavalry, which, while not of great strategic significance, definitely demonstrated their high level of training, flexibility and aggression. In many ways it was a textbook encounter that might have come directly from the pages of Cavalry Training. It is worthy of examination here because in many ways it set the tone of what was to follow over the next four-and-a-half years. As will be shown in later chapters, similar adherence to pre-war tactics and standards of skill and training was to pay dividends far more often than has been credited by many historians. The summer of 1914 was not, as some have argued, the last chance for mounted action, but rather a precursor to years of hard campaigning.

By 28 August the two corps of the BEF had become separated. Lieutenant General Smith-Dorrien’s II Corps, after its stanch defensive action at Le Cateau on the 26th, was falling back on Ham, to the west of St Quentin. Meanwhile Lieutenant General Haig’s I Corps was following a line about 10 miles east, via Guise and La Fere. The inner (western) flank of Haig’s force was thus exposed in the gap between the corps, but was protected by Brigadier General Chetwode’s independent 5th Cavalry Brigade acting as flank-and rearguard, moving southwards broadly following the line of the river Oise. The brigade had been working steadily southwards, posting detachments on strategic points and then recalling them as the force moved past out of danger (a tactic learned on the northwest frontier of India, as well as elsewhere).110 By late morning on the 28th the brigade headquarters, accompanied by the 20th Hussars, was established at a farm near Cerizy on the main St Quentin–La Fere road. The other two regiments of the brigade, the 2nd Dragoons (Royal Scots Greys) and the 12th Lancers, along with J Battery RHA, were about a mile and a half (2km) to the east in the village of Moy, which lay on the river Oise itself. The Scots Greys were the duty regiment for the day and had detachments and patrols posted at key points.111 Meanwhile for the Lancers it was a rare opportunity for a break in the incessant marching and the regiment took the chance to relax. Captain Stewart, the regimental historian, records,


There was an idyllic air about the place, miles and ages removed from the agony and press of war. ‘Lunch’, wrote an officer, ‘off some of the finest pears, white wine, bread and cheese. Then we wandered about…. Rolly busied himself writing to his wife that there were no Germans near and all was quiet.’ The men settled down to some sorely needed sleep and the drowsy summer afternoon settled about the chateau walls.112



Many men took the opportunity to bathe and shave in the chateau lakes, and the men of the machine gun section decided to strip down and sort out their equipment.113

Meanwhile, unknown to the Lancers, a German column led by two squadrons of the German 2nd Guard Dragoons was advancing south down the main road from St Quentin. This force quickly drove in a Scots Greys detachment at La Folie farm, about 1,000 yards (900m) north of the brigade headquarters, but was engaged by dismounted rifle fire by the remainder of the Greys’ squadron on the ridgeline to the east, a fire-fight developing at a range of about 600 yards (550m) across the intervening valley. This fight was supported by the two guns of the Greys’ machine-gun section, and continued for some time.114 The sound of firing was heard in the valley at Moy and the artillery and lancers were roused rapidly from their slumbers. Lieutenant Colonel Wormald immediately ordered the lancers to mount up, and set off himself with his adjutant and staff to find out what was happening. He was rapidly followed by C Squadron under Captain Mitchell and Lieutenant Styles’s machine-gun section, who rapidly reassembled their dispersed kit and moved off.115

On arriving on the ridge-line C Squadron dismounted, shifted their led horses into dead ground in the rear, and accompanied by their machine-guns joined the Greys in the dismounted fight. At about this time the German cavalry made an attempt to close the range and moved mounted down the forward slope towards the British firing line, through fields of stubble and stooks of ripening grain. Why this was attempted is unclear as the result was predictable; they could make no progress, and were forced to dismount and recommence the rifle duel, this time lying among the stubble with their led horses in full view on the forward slope. To add to their discomfort a two-gun section of J Battery arrived at this point and joined in, firing at the Germans over open sights. The Germans attempted to withdraw their led horses, but under the combined rifle, artillery and machine-gun fire many stampeded and were lost to the rear. Meanwhile their dismounted men fell back gradually to the crest of the opposite ridge, where they had first been engaged.116

When A and B Squadrons of the lancers arrived, Wormald sent them around to the right via some dead ground to come up on to the left flank of the German squadrons and once again engage them dismounted. This was successfully accomplished, and the Germans now faced fire from two directions. It was around this time that the brigade commander, Brigadier General Chetwode, returned from a conference elsewhere to find his brigade engaged in a full-scale battle; however, he could find no fault with Wormald’s management of the situation, ordering only that the so-far unengaged 20th Hussars move around the western (left) side of the enemy position and attack their other flank. The Hussars advanced until they encountered some German artillery, which was part of the larger column behind the Guard Dragoons; some hostile fire was taken, but the hussars dismounted and engaged the enemy guns with rifle fire, losing a number of led horses in the exchange.117

Seeking to put further pressure on the enemy, Wormald ordered C Squadron of the lancers to remount with a view to moving forwards to a fire position closer to the German line. The ground was reconnoitred by the adjutant, Captain Bryant, who returned with the news that the shape of the slope on the far side of the valley made it possible to get within 50 yards of the Germans while remaining out of sight, and that a bolder mounted attack might be possible. Covered by the fire of the whole of J Battery, which had by now come into action, and with the Germans distracted by the fire of A and B Squadrons from the flank, C Squadron advanced at the walk, in line of troop columns, across the valley and nearly up to the German position. At the last moment both the ‘Gallop’ and the ‘Charge’ were sounded by the trumpeters and the squadron formed line and fell on the surprised enemy, led (perhaps somewhat unnecessarily) by Wormald and the regimental HQ party. The colonel was wounded almost immediately, as was Mowlam, his trumpet major, while one of his orderlies was killed and the other unhorsed. Only the adjutant, Bryant, survived unscathed, accounting for five of the enemy with his sword. Some 20 yards behind the HQ group the lances of C Squadron wrought havoc among the dismounted Germans, many of whom attempted at the last minute to surrender; only four were captured unwounded, while another seventy or more were either killed or wounded as the squadron rallied and charged back through the position twice more. The loss to the lancers was only four killed (including the commander of C Squadron, Captain Mitchell), with the colonel and five others wounded.118

J Battery had meanwhile raised its fire on to woods in the rear of the German position, and largely by accident caught the supporting jäger battalion of the German cavalry brigade, inflicting further losses. No further resistance was offered by the German cavalry, who fell back on their main body and broke contact with the 5th Cavalry Brigade. The lancers were able to reorganise on the captured position without interference, and indeed the German column was judged to have been delayed for most of the day in its pursuit of I Corps to the south-east.119

One slightly bizarre feature of this action concerned the part played by the Greys. As C Squadron of the Lancers attacked, the two squadrons of Scots Greys who had not been engaged in the dismounted action charged in support of the Lancers, but by the time they arrived the battle was essentially over and no enemy remained for them to fight. This bloodless charge was seized on by the press, and the Illustrated London News printed a Richard Caton-Woodville painting of the event, complete with kilted infantry soldiers of the Black Watch hanging from the stirrups of the cavalry. This recalled an almost certainly apocryphal story of the Scots Greys’ charge at Waterloo, where infantrymen were said to have accompanied the charge in this fashion. It almost certainly didn’t happen in 1815 and it definitely didn’t in 1914, as no British infantry were to be found within several miles of the battle. However, the myth stuck and a bronze figure group depicting the same fictional event remains in the collection of the National Army Museum in London.120

As was noted earlier, the action at Cerizy was probably not of major strategic importance, although it certainly blunted the advance of the German columns from St Quentin, and allowed Haig’s I Corps to continue its retreat unmolested until it was ready to turn at bay in early September and stabilise the front. For the student of cavalry fighting, on the other hand, the action is of some significance. Here was a classic case of fire and manoeuvre, of the combination of firepower and shock action, vindicating the pre-war drills and training of the British cavalry. General Gough, who will play a large part later in this story, wrote of this action after the war, ‘On my right, General Chetwode brought off what has always seemed to me a model action, illustrating the combination of fire and shock, use of ground, and surprise.’121 Likewise, anticipating those who despised mounted action, Colonel Howard-Vyse, whose account of the battle appeared in the Cavalry Journal in 1921, argued:


To those who scoff at the value of the arme blanche one might address four questions. First, do they consider time to be of importance in war? Secondly, how long do they suppose it would take to carry out a dismounted attack across a steep open valley three-quarters of a mile wide? Thirdly, do they think that such an attack would suffer less than forty casualties? And fourthly, given an enemy whose moral is already shaken, which kind of attack do they conceive will impress him most, three squadrons (250 men) galloping at him, or the same number of squadrons (180 men) walking towards him?122



It is certainly hard to disagree.

Cerizy was certainly a much more successful action than Audregnies, bearing out Anglesey’s remarks about how, and how not, to conduct cavalry fighting. Nonetheless the fighting at Audregnies did include elements of the doctrine that were demonstrated so well in the later encounter. Part of the brigade, the 18th Hussars, was put in a dismounted position on one flank along with the RHA, to provide fire support to the charge, while the main body was readied for shock action. It is unfortunate that the possibility of shock action seems to have so over-excited De Lisle or his subordinates that the action developed its own momentum and two regiments were ‘carried away’ in the moment.

What cannot be denied is that the units concerned had no lack of aggression and were ready to take on whatever task was given to them, however risky it might appear. Their German counterparts by contrast do not seem to have acted with the same vigour. At Cerizy the Germans were also tactically unimaginative and paid a heavy price for it. Howard-Vyse also raised the question of ‘moral’ (morale). The consequence of Cerizy, along with a number of other actions in a similar vein, was to leave the British cavalry with a distinct confidence and moral ascendancy over their enemy. When pre-war training was put into practice, it proved effective and successful. Vyse concluded his article,


Moreover, it is suggested that the moral value of this small success was out of all proportion to its material results. Of its effect outside the brigade mention has already been made, and those who served in the 5th Cavalry Brigade will, the writer feels sure, agree that Cerizy [Moy] created a spirit in the brigade which lasted until the end of the war.123



Archibald Wavell, who was with the BEF headquarters in 1914, commented in his biography of Allenby on the apparent disparity between the cavalry of the two nations:


The record of the Cavalry Division during the great retreat from Mons may not sound brilliant. The fact remains that the British flank and rear were protected from a greatly superior force of hostile horsemen, who were roughly handled whenever they came within reach.124



Corporal Lawrence of the 12th Lancers put things more simply when he remarked that the regiment ‘felt very ‘‘Chin-up’’ with ourselves’.125
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September and October 1914 saw a significant expansion of the cavalry force of the BEF. Both regular and yeomanry regiments arrived, allowing the formation of three cavalry divisions, slightly reduced in size to three brigades, or nine regiments, each. In turn, a Cavalry Corps headquarters was established under the command of Allenby, now promoted to lieutenant general.126 In addition to these wholly British units, in November the Indian Cavalry Corps of two divisions started to arrive via Marseilles. The Indian cavalry will play a significant part in this narrative right up until January 1918, so it is appropriate to examine their characteristics relative to their wholly British counterparts.

On the outbreak of war in August 1914 the ‘Army in India’ numbered some 236,000 men.127 Of these, roughly two-thirds were Indian army troops, and one-third British army units based in India. The primary functions of this force were the protection of India’s frontiers, particularly the north-west, and the maintenance of civil order within India itself. However, the provision of an expeditionary force to serve outside India had already been anticipated, and the mobilisation of this force began immediately in August 1914. The Indian Expeditionary Force A, intended for France, initially consisted of two infantry divisions and an attached cavalry brigade. (Smaller Expeditionary Forces B, C and D were also assembled for East Africa, Egypt and Mesopotamia.) At the same time the expansion of Force A to include an additional two divisions of cavalry was also taken in hand, orders being received by the relevant regiments on 31 August.128 These two cavalry divisions reached France in November 1914, the 1st Indian Cavalry Division arriving on 7 November and the 2nd Indian Cavalry Division arriving on the 14th. The Indian Cavalry Corps was formed from the two divisions under the command of Major General Rimington, a man with a high reputation for his command of cavalry in the Boer War, but a poor choice to command Indian units owing to his low opinion of colonial troops 129.

Each division consisted of three brigades, each of three regiments. In accordance with standard practice, each brigade had two Indian army regiments and one British army regiment. Artillery for each brigade was provided by British RHA units, and much of the logistic tail of each division was assembled on arrival in France as the units had sailed quite ‘light’ and had to receive significant allocations of equipment and personnel on arrival. The consequence of this was that each division, and the corps as a whole, was formed only of between a half and two-thirds of ethnic Indian personnel. Three of the nine regiments in each division were British, as were the artillery and support units, and the Indian regiments themselves were partially led by British officers (around a dozen per regiment). This ethnic balance was further altered by the addition of a Canadian brigade in 1916, as will be discussed later.

Each regiment had a combat strength of around 400 men. These were divided among four squadrons (lettered A to D), each of three troops. This organisation differed from UK-based cavalry regiments which had three squadrons each of four troops, but the four-squadron system allowed for the ethnic and religious mix within India to be more easily accommodated. For example, the two Indian regiments most closely involved in the Somme fighting in 1916 were the 20th Deccan Horse and the 34th Poona Horse. The former had one squadron of Sikhs, one of Jats and two of Deccani Muslims, while the latter had two squadrons of Rathore Rajputs, one of Kaimkhanis and one of Punjabi Muslims.130 The potential for religious and ethnic diversity was reduced, however, by a strong recruiting bias towards the north and northwest of India. The great majority of soldiers recruited by the Raj originated from the Punjab and frontier districts, it being received wisdom among the British that these were the ‘martial races’ of the sub-continent, unlike their urbanised southern compatriots.131

The first task of the Indian Cavalry Corps after it completed its assembly in December 1914 was to support the Indian Infantry Corps on foot in the Bethune area near the Franco–Belgian border. This proved to be its lot for the remainder of 1914 and much of 1915. Units were broken down into working parties to carry out construction tasks, or were rotated through the trenches to give respite to infantry units. The only favourable aspect of this period was the impression Indian soldiers made on their hosts when billeted on French farmers, who developed a strong rapport with their guests.132 ‘Les Hindous’, as the Indian soldiers were universally known, were often preferred to troops of other nations by the local populace, including in some cases their own.133

After Loos in September 1915 the Indian infantry component of the BEF, the Indian Army Corps, was withdrawn from France. It had taken massive losses in the fighting of the past year and was proving difficult to sustain and reinforce at so long a distance from India. The Indian units within the corps alone had suffered 21,000 casualties.134 Shortage of shipping was acute and Lord Curzon, Chair of the Shipping Control Committee, argued for the removal of the Indian cavalry divisions as well, at least as far as Egypt. Douglas Haig, however, who had taken over from Sir John French in December 1915 as commander in chief of the BEF, argued strongly for the retention of as many cavalry as possible in France. In the event he lost only the Meerut Cavalry Brigade from the 2nd Indian Cavalry Division, which was sent back to India and subsequently to Mesopotamia; this was replaced by the Canadian Cavalry Brigade.135 This British, Indian and Canadian division was to become one of the busiest and most successful cavalry formations within the BEF, as will be seen in later chapters.

[image: images]

The British and Indian Cavalry Corps were engaged in significant fighting both in the winter of 1914/15 and in the first half of the following year. They played a major part in resisting the German thrusts that became known as the First and Second Battles of Ypres. However, this fighting was almost entirely of a defensive nature and took place on foot in trenches. The cavalry were able to demonstrate that they were a match for their colleagues in the infantry in shooting and fighting, but at a heavy cost in casualties.136 Horses were used to provide mobility for reserves which could be rushed to whichever part of the British line was threatened, but no opportunity for mounted action as such arose. This practice became known as ‘fire brigade’ work, and the 7th Cavalry Brigade, nicknamed ‘Kavanagh’s Fire Brigade’, developed a particular reputation for it, under the command of Brigadier General George Kavanagh, who would rise to command the reformed Cavalry Corps in 1916.137 Kavanagh seems to have been a popular and successful brigade commander. Unfortunately, as will be examined in more detail later, these skills did not necessarily translate to the command of the corps as a whole in the later part of the war.

The first opportunity for the cavalry to look forward to genuine mounted offensive action was in the attack around Loos planned for September 1915. Although this offensive did not lead to significant cavalry combat, except again on foot, it is worthy of brief consideration as it offers an insight into General Haig’s thinking about cavalry in offensive planning at a point when he was still an army commander and had yet to step up the rôle of commander in chief. Here he was to spell out some of the ideas on the function of cavalry, and indeed some of the contradictions in his thinking, which were to remain with him for the remainder of the war.

The Loos operation was mounted at the behest of the French (in support of a larger offensive planned on two sections of the front further south), and many of the British higher commanders were sceptical of its chances of success. The resources of the BEF in terms of men and materiel were inadequate, and the chosen battlefield unsuitable, but Allied cooperative strategy made it necessary and an attack plan was produced which tried to make the best of a bad situation.138 (Similar situations were to occur on the Somme and at Arras in later years: such was the price of coalition warfare.)

The plan for the attack called for the British First Army under General Haig to attack with two corps (a total of six divisions in the first attack) on a front of about 7km (4.5 miles) between Lens in the south and the canal at La Bassée in the north. Once the initial German defences had been pierced, the First Army, supported by a division of cavalry, would push on to the crossings of the Haute Deule Canal some 8km (5 miles) from the start line.139 Although the attack did not reach its intended objectives, and was widely considered to have been disappointing in its results, the plan drawn up for the involvement of the cavalry is worthy of examination in detail.

What is notable about the rôle of the cavalry at Loos is that it was multilayered. Mounted troops were intended to participate in the battle at a number of levels of command, from local divisional control to directly under GHQ. Each of the six attacking divisions already had an attached divisional cavalry squadron. This was a rôle taken by yeomanry regiments, as the squadrons of regular cavalry serving as divisional cavalry had been withdrawn into the Cavalry Corps in April 1915.140 Normally, during an offensive, the greater part of each of these squadrons would be busy with a variety of jobs, for example serving as messengers, traffic controllers and escorts to commanders and prisoners, so few of them would be available to act as a unified fighting force. Haig ordered that one squadron of yeomanry in each of the lead divisions (1st and 9th Divisions) should be retained intact in order to provide a mobile element for each of the leading divisional commanders; these were to work in concert with an attached battery of motor machine-guns and the cyclist companies of the infantry divisions, and ‘be sent forward as circumstances permit’.141 Rawlinson, at that time a lieutenant general commanding IV Corps in Haig’s First Army, requested a more senior cavalry officer to command each of these forces than would otherwise have been present, pointing out that a yeomanry squadron commander (a captain) would lack sufficient experience. Haig supported this idea, which strongly suggests both men saw this force acting substantially on its own initiative once the battle had started.142 This devolution of cavalry forces to front-line infantry divisions is one of the more significant aspects of the planning for Loos. As will be shown in later chapters, Haig was to argue for a similar use of mounted troops on numerous subsequent occasions. Once he had advanced beyond army command to become commander in chief, however, few of his subordinates seem to have seen fit to apply the idea in practice.

Thus cavalry was available at divisional level at the head of the attack. No cavalry was controlled by Rawlinson directly at corps level, the next tier of cavalry command being First Army. Two brigades of the 3rd Cavalry Division (6th and 8th Brigades) were placed under (Haig’s) First Army Headquarters, with the task of supporting and exploiting the First Army attack between Loos and La Bassée.143 They were to form up before the attack at the Bois des Dames, west of Béthune and about 14km (9 miles) from the attack front, and were given the objective of Carvin, the same distance again beyond the front and across the Haute Deule Canal.144 The remainder of the Cavalry Corps (two divisions) and the two divisions of the Indian Cavalry Corps were retained at the highest level of command, under GHQ control, with the rather grandiose idea that they would be used either to exploit the gains of First Army, or to work in concert with the French cavalry to exploit their allies’ gains possibly as far south as Vimy. To support these sweeping cavalry moves the bus companies of First and Second Armies were concentrated under GHQ control, providing motor transport for up to a brigade of infantry.145 This latter idea is notable as it prefigured developments that were to become more widespread in 1918. Haig was to advocate infantry in buses to support the Cavalry Corps in September of that year (discussed in a later chapter) but such ideas seem to have been neglected in the intervening years, possibly due to their lack of success on this earlier occasion.

It is possible that the then commander in chief, Sir John French, retained direct control of the bulk of the Cavalry Corps because he lacked confidence in Haig’s ability to judge when best to use it. Haig seems to have thought so, remarking in his diary on 22 September, ‘He seemed afraid that I might push the cavalry forward too soon.’146 It was perhaps understandable for French as a cavalryman to wish to retain control over his own arm. If so, he was not alone in these attachments. Haig himself was to be equally guilty of keeping cavalry ‘under his hand’ when he became commander in chief. This tendency for commanders at corps, army and even GHQ level to hold on to the power to determine the advance of the cavalry was first seen at Loos, but it was to be a feature of nearly all subsequent offensives by the BEF right up to 1918. It was to be a significant brake on the success of the cavalry on each occasion.

Among the rank and file of the cavalry there was much optimism about the attack. Colonel Preston, who at the time was a machine-gun officer serving with the Essex Yeomanry, recorded in his diary: ‘Everyone was very optimistic about the ‘‘Push’’; our Brigade Major (Bethell) told us ‘‘it was all worked out from A to Z’’.’147 Unfortunately, as was to be so often the case in the future, although the 3rd Cavalry Division closed up behind the attack front, no significant breach in the German defences was achieved on the first day of the attack (25 September) and the cavalry could get no further forward. The 6th and 8th Cavalry Brigades were to see a good deal of action over the following days (26–28 September) as lack of reserves in First Army forced Haig to commit them as infantry to the defence of the captured village of Loos, a job the brigades performed with some distinction,148 although it was not a particularly appropriate use for specialist cavalry soldiers. This too set a pattern that was to be repeated in later offensives, particularly at Cambrai in 1917, when the 1st Cavalry Division was to suffer significant losses on foot in Bourlon Wood.

Inevitably the two Cavalry Corps under GHQ control made no contribution to the battle; they were too far away, and at the wrong end of too long a chain of command to serve any useful purpose. Loos set the tone for much of what was to follow. An over-optimistic vision of what the infantry battle would achieve led to the conception of a rôle for the cavalry which it could never fulfill. Secondly, control of the cavalry’s movements was placed in the hands of GHQ and Army headquarters, which were inadequately informed about the progress on the ongoing battle and thus were unable to respond to events. Finally the cavalry were thrown into battle as an emergency stop-gap in a dismounted, defensive rôle, which they were quite capable of carrying out efficiently, but which was a waste of their wider specialist talents. As will be shown in the following chapters, each of these mistakes was to be repeated, in varying combinations, throughout 1916 and 1917.

After what can be argued was a quite successful year in 1914, both mounted and dismounted, 1915 must have been a disappointing time for the cavalry. Forces were assembled in anticipation of a breakthrough of German defences during the offensives at Neuve Chapelle in April and Loos in September, but no call was made on their services. In short, as Anglesey put it,


During the whole of 1915 the cavalry was virtually never employed in action other than as infantry or pioneers … In the course of the year’s three large-scale allied offensives of Neuve Chapelle, Festubert and Loos, it had to look on impotently for nothing approaching an exploitable breakthrough was ever achieved.149



Traditionally the history of British cavalry on the Western Front has terminated at this point. It is widely thought that the cavalry spent the rest of the war as inactive as they had been in 1915. As we shall see, this is very far from the truth, as 1916 was to bring both technical and organisational change, and a surprising amount of combat. Techniques and attitudes developed in those early days of 1914 were to continue to be successfully applied in the years that followed.
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Notes:Bold figures are taken from tables in Preston (1931).

Ttalicised figures are from Whitmore (1920), where casualties are listed by name.

Other figures are extracted from divisional and brigade war diaries.

Discrepancies between Preston’s overall totals and those for 11 April only reflect minor losses on the first two days of the offensive.
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2nd Cav. Division 273 154 37 464 308 772
3rd Cav. Division 563 18 24 603 382 985
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Notes:

Bold figures are from Cavalry Corps DDVS war diary.
Other figures are from unit diaries.
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