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Abstract 

This thesis assesses the learning process of the British Expeditionary Force by its 

participation in The Battle of Festubert 15 – 25 May 1915.The study of this battle 

offers an important insight in the development of the BEF during this period, despite 

it being neglected in much of the historiography concerning the British Army in the 

First World War. It focuses on how well the BEF’s First Army, commanded by 

General Haig, was organised and equipped upon entering the battle. It draws upon 

First Army’s experience of two previous battles, one in March 1915 and another only 

six days before commencing offensive action again, to determine what knowledge 

had been gained and used in developing their battle tactics. Its central argument is 

that there was very much to learn from this previous action and great effort was 

made to modify the tactics at Festubert, particularly from the obvious failure on 9 

May. The thesis relies on primary source material created by the units at the time, 

such as army and divisional records and battalion war diaries. It also examines some 

secondary literature and personal memoirs of key political figures and those that took 

part, to examine the effect of both coalition and national strategy and the pressure 

that placed on the shoulders of the BEF’s commander Sir John French as Festubert 

was taking place. This thesis argues that this pressure interfered with the ability of 

General Haig to fully realise the lessons of combat gained at Festubert, as he was 

pushed soon afterwards to launch in an even larger attack in the Battle of Loos (25 

September – 8 October 1915), using tactics that contradicted what had just been 

learnt at Festubert. It will argue that some of the contribution to the learning process 

by key figures, such as Sir William Robertson and Major General Richard Haking 

has been missed in the historiography. This thesis asserts that despite not achieving 

any type of significant breakthrough at Festubert, the experience served the BEF 

well in that it supported the French Army as it fought in the Second Battle of Artois 

and it trialled new methods which would be further developed as the war progressed. 

Unfortunately for the BEF, by the time of the next Anglo-French offensive, the Battle 

of the Somme, German countermeasures had largely negated some of the lessons 

of Festubert and this has played a part its lack of examination in modern studies of 

the BEF’s operational development. 
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Introduction and Research Question 

Introduction 

The Battle of Festubert was an attack on German positions near to La Bassée in 

Northern France, made by the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in May 1915. It was 

fought over almost the same ground as the Battle of Neuve Chapelle (9-13 March) 

and Aubers Ridge (9 May) of which it was essentially a continuation. The Battle of 

Festubert saw several innovations by the British Army, including its first conscious 

adoption of an attritional method of fighting, the first major night attack on the 

Western Front, the first use of co-ordinated support for a divisional infantry attack by 

Royal Engineer Field Companies, the first use in trench warfare of direct artillery fire 

by 13-pounders and 18-pounders, the first use of phased reinforcement by reserve 

divisions so as to continue a battle beyond the first 48-hours, the creation of a new 

Corps level of artillery command, the first use of a kite balloon for artillery 

observation and the first use of gas in the form of hand thrown grenades. It also saw 

the last major assault on the Western Front conducted entirely by British and Indian 

divisions of the pre-war Army, followed by the first major assault by Dominion troops, 

of 1st Canadian Division, and for reasons that will become apparent, it was the last 

time that the BEF made a major attack in an area so flooded they had breastworks 

rather than deeper trenches. Yet compared to other British battles of 1915 and to 

later action on the Western Front in the First World War, such as The Battle of the 

Somme (1 July -18 November 1916), or The Third Battle of Ypres, (known as 

‘Passchendaele’ - 31 July-10 November 1917), it has attracted little attention. In his 

speech given in 2012 to mark the upcoming centenary of the war, the then British 

Prime Minister David Cameron outlined the plans for commemorating 1915, which 

briefly mentioned The Battle of Loos, (25 September-13 October 1915), and no other 
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1915 battles on the Western Front.1 This lack of recognition of the BEF’s efforts on 

the Western Front in 1915 follows a trend in the historiography since the cessation of 

the First World War. The first chapter will provide both a review of relevant literature 

and will put operations at Festubert into strategic context, i.e. why the battle was 

fought. This will confirm the need for an up-to-date study of the battle. 

 

An important factor that needs consideration, when examining the British post-war 

compilation of military history, is that it is apt to give a one-nation perspective. A 

British War Office report of 1922 gave the official battle names of the various 

campaigns fought by the BEF, usually naming them after the location and date when 

they were fought.2 Titles such as the ‘Battle of Neuve Chapelle’ and the ‘Battle of 

Festubert’ can be misleading as they give an impression that the BEF was taking the 

initiative and was operating as an independent fighting force in the conflict. The truth 

is that these attacks were part of a much larger battle being coordinated by General 

Joseph Jacques Joffre, Chief of the General Staff of the French Army and his staff at 

his headquarters, GQG. The attack at Festubert was the third of four offensive 

operations conducted by British First Army throughout 1915: Neuve Chapelle, 

Aubers Ridge, Festubert and Loos. All were at the request of General Joffre and all 

were about protecting the northern flank of the French Army whilst it conducted 

much larger attacks and were also an attempt by the BEF to seize the strategically 

important Douai Plain. Another and vital aim of this thesis is to put the Battle of 

Festubert into the context of these Anglo-French operations. 

                                                      
1 Cameron, D., ‘Speech at the Imperial War Museum on First World War Centenary Plans’, 11 October 2012, IWM Website, 
[Online] accessed 22-05-2019, < https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/speech-at-imperial-war-museum-on-first-world-war-
centenary-plans> 
2 Imperial War Museum [IWM], LBY 81/1098, War Office, Parliament Command Papers, ‘The Official Names of the Battles and 
Other Engagements Fought by The Military Forces of the British Empire During the Great War 1914-1919 and the Third Afghan 
War 1919: Report of the Battles Nomenclature Committee As Approved by the Army Council’, Report for the War Council, 1922 
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The area attacked by the BEF, in all four attacks, was a slight incline that rises to an 

almost indiscernible ridge, running between Armentieres and Bethune in a south-

westerly direction.3 At the Battle of Festubert, the length of German line that was 

attacked measured approximately four and a half miles between its most northern 

and southern points. As will be shown, the deepest point of penetration made by 

British troops occurred on 18 May, close to a small orchard. This was an advance 

nearly a mile from the original British lines, although the advance was much less on 

other parts of the battlefield. In the First World War it was an area of flat farmland, 

intersected by a canal and a railway and interspersed with a few hamlets and 

villages; whereupon at the very southern end it became a coal mining region 

containing earthworks and slagheaps. These attacks made by the French and British 

forces became ever larger and more ambitious and culminated in the French Third 

Battle of Artois, (25 September-4 November) and the simultaneous British Battle of 

Loos.  

                                                      
3 See Map: ‘British First Army’s operations during Spring 1915’ below 
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The Research Question 

As the title for this thesis suggests, the question asks: what were the lessons learnt 

by the BEF by its participation in the Battle of Festubert in relation to its operational 

development during this period?  In military terms, ‘operations’ usually applies to the 

handling of larger formations such as corps or divisions during campaigns and in 

battle, yet ‘operational development’ will include modifications of tactics and the 

manner in which lower level formations such as brigades and battalions actually 

fought in battle, often described as ‘the art of attack’.1 Festubert fits well with the 

theories of modern historians, such as Dan Todman and Aimée Fox, who have 

described the expansion and specialisation of British GHQ in supporting military 

operations as the war progressed.2 It also supports the work of Andy Simpson who 

has written about the increasing influence of corps commanders in directing 

operations, particularly as the attacks relied on ever increasing numbers of troops 

and resources.3 Festubert was the British Army’s largest planned, offensive action to 

date and there was much to learn from the battle, particularly at army and corps 

level. As will be shown, the few staff officers of I Corps struggled to deal with the 

numbers of divisions involved.  This study will show that the BEF’s operational 

development was shaped by both new theory and experiential learning. The British 

high command allowed for a ‘bottom up’ learning process through codification of 

doctrine and also kept a close eye on the methods of the French Army alongside 

them. Much of the focus related to the use of artillery and infantry tactics; hence 

there are chapters dedicated to these aspects. This thesis will determine how the 

BEF changed its organisation and method of fighting to respond to the changing 

                                                      
1 Griffith, P., Battle Tactics of the Western Front: The British Army’s Art of Attack 1916-18, (Yale: University Press, 1994) 
2 Todman, D., ‘The Grand Lamasery revisited: General Headquarters on the Western Front, 1914-1918’, in Sheffield, G. and 
Todman, D. (eds.), Command and Control on the Western Front: The British Army’s Experience 1914-18, (Stroud: Spellmount, 
2004), pp. 39-70, Fox, A., Leaning to Fight: Military Innovation and Change in the British Army 1914-1918, (Cambridge: 
University Press, 2017), pp. 78-93 
3 Simpson, A., ‘British Corps Command on the Western Front, 1914-1918’ in Command and Control, pp. 97-118 
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conditions of the Western Front in 1915. The experience of the Anglo-Boer War and 

assessment of the Russo-Japanese War were both drawn upon by the British Army 

in the inter-war years and provided useful advice for Festubert. There were many 

reports written after the battle to assist the process of further operational 

development. This thesis assesses the value of the experience of fighting at 

Festubert and its contribution to the improvement of the fighting performance of the 

BEF as the war continued. Some of these lessons were to materialise immediately 

such as the use of the sustained battle at Loos, whereas other examples, such as 

the methodical artillery bombardment and attacking at night were next properly 

attempted during the early stages of the Battle of the Somme.
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Chapter 1: Literature Review and the Battle of Festubert in the 
British Strategic Context 
 

‘1915 still forms a gaping chronological gap in the military history of the war’. 
(Sheffield and Todman)1 
  

There is less secondary literature concerning the year 1915 compared to any other 

year of the First World War and indeed a very marked lack of work concerning the 

Battle of Festubert. That is not to say the battle was not written about, particularly in 

the immediate post war years, but it does not feature in most modern studies of 

British generalship in the First World War, or in most histories dealing with the wider 

events of 1915 on the Western Front. The lack of good modern studies of the battle 

has created a twofold problem for understanding its history. It means that there is no 

detailed and systemic study of the battle which occurred during a period of enormous 

growth and tactical innovation in the British Army. At the same time, the lack of a 

good study of Festubert means that this growth and tactical innovation has not been 

as well understood as it might be. 

  

This does not mean that Festubert has been completely ignored, either during the 

war or afterwards. It was mentioned in some accounts while the war was still taking 

place; the most comprehensive being contained in a volume of F. Mumby’s The 

Great World War A History, published in 1916 and dealing with 1915. This contains 

20 pages of narrative concerning the battle. It focuses on individual heroism and 

serves as a useful resource for anyone looking to gain supplementary information to 

medal citations, but offers no useful analysis.2 The relevant volume from the Twenty-

four volume Nelson’s History of the War, (written by John Buchan), is in a similar 

vein, using expressions such as ‘brilliant work’ and ‘gallant action’ of individual 

                                                      
1 Sheffield and Todman, Command and Control, p. 9 
2 Mumby, The Great World War A History, pp. 237-257 
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soldiers.3 It offers five pages of narrative of Festubert but on the whole fits the recent 

characterisation of propagandist text.4 This is a theme that also applies to the 

relevant section, (eleven pages) from Arthur Conan Doyle’s The British Campaign in 

France and Flanders 1915, published in 1917.5 In terms of other contemporary 

literature, Festubert was not the location of the recognised soldier poets known to be 

on the Western Front in 1915, such as Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves and 

Charles Sorley and therefore is not mentioned in their autobiographical or poetical 

work. Only Wynne Sewell’s ‘Festubert and Other Poems’ makes reference, drawing 

the reader’s attention to the fact it was fought at night:  

The honours of the dead while moonlight floods 
The fields in silver glory, pierces through 
The drifting veils and, like a halo, lights 
Each quiet face 6 

 

In the 1920s and ‘30s several studies of the Great War were published. John 

Buchan’s four-volume A History of the Great War has disappointingly little to say 

about Festubert.7 Whilst it put the BEF’s attacks in the wider context of General 

Joffre’s Artois offensive, it only dedicated a page and a half to the actions at both 

Aubers Ridge and Festubert. Buchan likened Festubert to ‘Sedgemoor over again’ 

and therefore compared the attack to the failed night assault of troops supporting the 

Monmouth Rebellion in 1685.8 The comparison has some merit as during the night of 

15/16 May 1915, General Horne’s 2nd Division faced similar difficulties to the 

attacking troops at Sedgemoor, in that they had to cross ground criss-crossed with 

dykes and streams making the task very challenging in the darkness. Buchan 

                                                      
3 Buchan, J. (ed.), Nelson’s History of the War, (London: Thos. Nelson & Sons, 1915-19), Vol. VII, pp. 103-108, Grieves, K., 
‘Early Historical Responses to the Great War, Fortsecue, Conan Doyle and Buchan’ in Bond, B. (ed.), The First World War and 
British Military History, (Oxford: University Press, 2002), pp. 15-40 
4 Grieves, K., ‘Nelson’s History of the War: John Buchan as a Contemporary Military Historian 1915-22’, in Journal of 
Contemporary Military History, Vol. 28, No. 3, 1993, pp. 533-551 
5 Conan Doyle, A., The British Campaign in France and Flanders 1915, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1918), pp. 131-139 
6 Sewell, W., ‘Festubert (Oh Grave, Where is thy Victory?’ in Festubert and Other Poems, (Oxford: Palala Press, 2015 [1916])  
7 Buchan, J., A History of the Great War in Four Volumes, (London: Thomas Nelson, 1923), pp. 79-81 
8 Chandler, D., Sedgemoor, 1685: An Account and an Anthology, (London: Anthony Mott, 1985) 
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correctly identified that a lack of artillery was the principal reason for lack of British 

progress. The same volume devotes two chapters of over 60 pages to the 

Dardanelles expedition.  Buchan’s approach is typical of a trend for accounts of the 

year 1915 to give priority to Gallipoli rather than the Spring battles on the Western 

Front. 

 

There were few books published in the 1920s that specifically concentrated on the 

BEF during the 1915 Spring Offensives.9 One book that did was written by a Brigade 

Staff Officer at the time.10 Intended for use in staff colleges, Alexander Kearsey’s 

1915 Campaign in France took the unusual approach of evaluating the orders and 

tactics used against the BEF’s standard operating procedures: Field Service 

Regulations (FSR). FSR included a set of command principles to enable leaders of 

large military units, such as divisional commanders, to be efficiently organised and to 

be able to plan offensive action according to a formula that was considered to be 

tried and tested. Even so, the book gave little analysis of the Battle of Festubert, but 

simply reinforces the message that by-in-large the BEF had a system of orders that 

worked when both attacking and defending. The application of FSR to the Battle of 

Festubert will be discussed further in Chapters 3 and 5 of this thesis.11 

 

The British Official History of the fighting on the Western Front in 1915 was 

published in 1928. The chief editor and author James Edmonds, (knighted in the 

same year), and with the help of others, provided the most concise and relatively fair 

assessment of the British conduct of the Battle of Festubert. Although his work was 

                                                      
9 R. Van Hartesveldt, F., The Battles of the British Expeditionary Forces, 1914-1915 Historiography and Annotated 
Bibliography, (Westport: Prager, 2005), gives details of most published work of the period and confirms this. 
10 Kearsey, Lt. Col. A., 1915 Campaign in France The Battles of Aubers Ridge, Festubert & Loos, (Aldershot: Gale & Polden, 
1929). Kearsey was attached to 7 Infantry Brigade, 3rd Division during this period, therefore not directly involved in the battle. 
11 TNA, His Majesty’s Stationery Office (HMSO), Field Service Regulations, Part 1 (Operations) and Part 2 (Organization and 
Administration), 1909, Amended 1912, printed by Harrison and Sons, London, 1913 
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sometimes controversial, recent scholarship has appraised Edmonds’ accounts as 

nonetheless providing very useful analysis of operations and tactics.12 Edmonds’ 

account of Festubert was based on official documents including battalion war diaries 

and correspondence with officers that took part. The Official History presents a 

depressing story of the Entente powers sustaining heavy losses in 1915 with little to 

show for it. The view of the British Official Historian has been examined and subject 

of scholarly analysis, but the volume for Festubert was not one chosen as one of the 

case studies.13 This is unfortunate as it would have allowed Edmonds’ conclusions to 

be measured against the material he was supplied with by those present at the 

Battle. The Official History is also weak and noticeably truncated in sections where 

there was little success, the night attack of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade on 15 May 

1915 being a good example. Edmonds did not shy away from criticising BEF 

commanders, particularly in relation to the decision to attack again at Loos in 

September 1915, when lessons of Festubert had not had time to be absorbed. It is 

also unfortunate that there is very little in the relevant ‘Correspondence with the 

Official Historian’ file as an archival source to expand on the Official Historian’s view, 

in comparison to the later and larger Battle of Loos.14 It seems that Edmonds was 

very keen to check the version of events at Loos before publication, perhaps due to 

the fact that allegations of poor command decisions made in the battle were 

instrumental in bringing about the removal of Sir John French as the BEF’s 

Commander-in Chief.15 Edmonds’ summary of Festubert contains the sentence: ‘the 

results of the attack at Festubert had been tantalizing: with more guns and with more 

                                                      
12 Green, A., Writing the Great War, Sir James Edmonds and the Official Histories 1915-1948, (London: Frank Cass, 2003) 
13 Ibid 
14 TNA, CAB 44/21, ‘Correspondence with the Official Historian regarding Festubert’, CAB 45/120 and CAB 45/121, 
‘Correspondence with the Official Historian regarding Loos’, Parts 1 and 2. See also French, D., "Official but not History"? Sir 
James Edmonds and the Official History of the Great War’, Royal United Services Institute for Defence Studies, Journal, Vol. 
131, No. 1, 1986, p.58. French points out that Edmonds received over 350 replies from the 700 or so officers he corresponded 
with regarding the Battle of Loos 
15 Lloyd, N., Loos 1915, (Stroud: The History Press, 2006), p. 163-4, Sheffield, The Chief, pp.129-131, Corrigan, G., Loos The 
Unwanted Battle, (Stroud: Spellmount, 2006), pp.139-140 
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and better ammunition...the British leaders felt they could have achieved a really 

useful success’.16 This wording suggests that the BEF came close to achieving the 

desired breakthrough of the German lines which would have led to them making 

significant inroads into German held territory. His further description of the German 

withdrawal to a temporary new line and the comment that: ‘if this could have been 

attacked at once, there was every reason to expect that it could have been easily 

carried’ gives the impression that had more shells of certain types been available to 

the BEF’s artillery, then there would have been a greater chance of the infantry 

achieving this elusive breakthrough of the German fixed positions before entering 

into the open countryside beyond.17 As will be seen, this is an over-simplified view. 

This is a theme reinforced in Edmonds’s Short History of World War I, published in 

1951 (in his ninetieth year), a concise history, aimed for use in schools and 

colleges.18  

 

Other useful published primary sources are the divisional histories of the British 

infantry divisions that took part: the Regular Army 2nd and 7th Divisions and the 

Territorial 47th (1/2nd London) and 51st (Highland) Divisions. All four were written in 

the 1920s by Army officers, including one, (Atkinson), that had become a 

professional historian at Oxford University.  They vary in depth and detail, but are 

generally summaries of the battalion, brigade and divisional war diaries. Where they 

are particularly helpful are in their description of logistical support and artillery 

arrangements for each of the divisions.19 This is especially useful given the fact that 

there is no such publications relating to the Corps involved [I Corps and IV Corps], 

                                                      
16 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 77 
17 Ibid, p. 78 
18 Edmonds, Sir J., A Short History of World War I, (London: Oxford University Press, 1951), p. 96 
19 Wyrall, E., The History of the Second Division 1914 – 1918, Vol. I, (Uckfield: The Naval & Military Press, 2011 [1921]), 
Atkinson, C., The Seventh Division 1914 – 1918, (Uckfield: The Naval & Military Press, 2011 [1926]), Maude, A., The History of 
the 47th (London) Division 1914 – 1919, (Uckfield: The Naval & Military Press, 2011 [1922]), Bewsher, Maj. F., The History of 
the Fifty First (Highland) Division 1914 – 1918, (Uckfield: The Naval & Military Press, 2011 [1920]) 
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nor indeed any such history of First Army. 

 

In terms of contemporary diaries and letters or published memoirs from the 

immediate post First World War years, former Prime Minister David Lloyd George 

specifically mentioned action at Festubert by referring to the night attack as a ‘risky 

operation, because of the deficiencies of high explosive shell’. This only reference to, 

and interest in, Festubert was to make the point of a shell shortage, in order to 

promote the idea of himself as the BEF’s saviour through his appointment as 

Minister of Munitions shortly afterwards.20 Prime Minister Asquith’s inner thoughts 

were often revealed in letters to his young lady friends Venetia Stanley21 and Hilda 

Harrison.22 Unfortunately Festubert occurred in a hiatus between the two 

relationships. Stanley’s letters ceased on 12 May following her sudden 

announcement that she would marry her fiancé Edwin Montagu. This left Asquith 

‘devastated’.23 Thus the Battles of Aubers Ridge and Festubert occurred right at the 

time of a deep, personal emotional strain for the British Prime Minister, suggesting 

that he was not as focussed on political and military matters as he might have been. 

What is also evident from the journals and diaries of other government ministers is 

that whilst the Battles of Aubers Ridge and Festubert were taking place there is 

scant mention of them within. Instead, from March to April 1915 the focus of the 

politicians, including Conservatives Arthur Balfour and Andrew Bonar Law, (both of 

whom would be appointed to the replacement of the War Council – the Dardanelles 

Committee), was on the wider aspects of fighting on all the fronts.24 The immediate 

issue occupying the attention of the cabinet was the resignation of First Sea Lord 

                                                      
20 Lloyd George, D., War Memoirs of David Lloyd George, Vol. I, (London: Nicolson & Watson, 1938), pp. 198-204 
21 Brock, M. and Brock, E. (eds.), Asquith, H., Letters to Venetia Stanley, (Oxford: University Press, 1982) 
22 Bles, G. (ed.), Asquith, A., H. H. A., Letters of the Earl of Oxford and Asquith to a Friend, (London, Geoffrey Bles, 1935)  
23 Cassar, G., Asquith as a War Leader, (London: Hambledon Press, 1994), p. 99 
24 Egremont, M., Balfour A Life of Arthur James Balfour, (London: Collins, 1980), pp. 266-269, Dugdale, B., Arthur James 
Balfour First Earl of Balfour, K.G., O.M., F.R.R., etc., 1906-1930, (London: Hutchinson, 1936), pp. 98-9, Adams, R., Bonar Law, 
(London: John Murray, 1999), pp. 194-195 
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John ‘Jacky’ Fisher in protest at the Gallipoli expedition, on 15 May 1915, the first 

day of the Battle of Festubert. The entries in the Diary of Sir Maurice Hankey are 

also focussed on the feud between Churchill and Jacky Fisher over the Dardanelles 

campaign.25 In his memoirs, Sir Edward Grey, British Foreign Secretary, made no 

mention of the Spring offensives but made it very clear the government’s multi-front 

strategy of 1915 was flawed. He stated: ‘the chief mistakes in strategy, in my opinion 

may be summarised in two words: “side shows”’.26 Other memoirs from this period 

include At GHQ, by Douglas Haig’s chief intelligence officer Brigadier General John 

Charteris. Charteris was more concerned with trying to control what newspapers 

were writing about the war complaining that they were giving away ‘all manner of 

information’ during 1915. He also follows this general trend of writing only a line or 

two about Festubert, and in his case he likened the operations there to ‘an icebound 

ship breaking its way to open waters’. 27  

 

By the 1930s authors were prepared to offer a more critical view of the operations of 

1915. Liddell Hart in his The Real War of 1930 offered only two paragraphs on 

Festubert, writing that ‘the attack died away from a surfeit of German machine guns 

and an insufficiency of British shells’ and in strategic terms: ‘the effect of these 

attacks was, moreover, to convince even the dubious Falkenhayn of the strength of 

his Western Line, and of the remoteness of any real menace from the Franco-British 

Forces’.28 In another influential one-volume account of the war published in the 

1930s, C.R.M.F Cruttwell’s A History of the Great War 1914-1918 there is also scant 

mention of the battle. He condensed the attacks of Aubers Ridge and Festubert 
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together and wrote more of what he called the ‘military consequences’ of the action – 

the Shell Crisis and fall of the Liberal government.29 He offers nothing positive in 

terms of the operational development of the BEF in this period. 

 

Canada had to wait 21 years for its own Official History of the First World War to be 

published: the Official History of the Canadian Forces in the Great War 1914-19.30 

The Canadian battalions had formed into a full Division on the Western Front in 1915 

and were heavily involved in the latter stages of the Battle of Festubert. The progress 

of writing was very slow and only one of the eight volumes proposed ever made it to 

press, which included a summary of those units engaged in action at Festubert. The 

result of this late publication was that a detailed description of the Canadians role at 

Festubert was unavailable until just before the start of the Second World War and 

was consequently neglected. It has since been suggested that the reason for the 

delay was that its lead editor, ex-staff officer Colonel A. F. Duguid, had attempted to 

protect the reputation of the Canadian Division, and particularly that of Brigadier 

General Currie (later Corps Commander), against allegations of poor performance 

during the Second Battle of Ypres. He therefore delayed writing the final draft until he 

could check what had been written about them in the British Official History.31 Duguid 

offers a reasonable, if sometimes dry narrative but little real analysis of the 

Canadians’ leadership and tactics. A much better description of the Canadians at 

Festubert can be found in Colonel G.W.L. Nicholson’s single volume Canadian 

Expeditionary Force 1914-1919, published in 1962, which also has ‘Official History’ 

in its expanded title. It provides an excellent description of the Canadian Division’s 

                                                      
29 Cruttwell, C.M.R.F., A History of the Great War 1914-1918, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934), pp. 158-161 
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31 Gustavson, W., ‘”Fairly Well Known and Need Not be Discussed”: Colonel A. F. Duguid and the Canadian Official History of 
the First World War’ in Canadian Military History, 2001, Vol. 10, Issue 2, pp. 41-54 
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contribution at Festubert and does not shy away from pointing out the problems the 

soldiers faced such as having faulty rifles and poor maps.32 The work of modern 

Canadian historians, such as Bill Rawling’s Surviving Trench Warfare: Technology 

and the Canadian Corps 1914 – 1918 (1992) and Tim Cook’s At the Sharp End: 

Canadians Fighting the Great War 1914 -1916 (2007), have supplemented 

Nicholson’s story of Canadian troops at Festubert, agreeing with the difficulties that 

they faced, such as being requested to attack with little time to prepare and being 

armed with rifles that would often seize up when hot or be susceptible to clogging 

with mud. They have made good use of the wealth of sources that have been 

preserved in Canada’s national and university archives. Cook’s work in particular 

uses personal accounts to give colour to events, although it is a little light in relation 

to the final attacks of 23 to 25 May.33 

 

As well as the Canadians, troops of the Indian Corps were heavily involved in the 

Battle of Festubert. Unlike the Canadians, who remained on the Western Front and 

gained a reputation as a crack fighting force, the Indian Corps was moved to 

Mesopotamia in the winter of 1915-16, leaving only the Indian Cavalry Corps and 

Indian rear-area troops on the Western Front. There is no Official History of the 

Indian Corps in the First World War. A book, The Indian Corps in France during the 

First World War, was published in 1917 by two former officers; however this offers 

little more than a list of heroic deeds by individuals and is noticeably concise in 

sections where things did not go to plan, making it difficult to assess the reasons for 

this.34 The overall performance of the Indian Corps on the Western Front has been 
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more recently appraised by Gordon Corrigan, Sepoys in the Trenches in 2006, and 

George Moreton-Jack, The Indian Army on the Western Front in 2014, neither of 

whom specifically includes the Battle of Festubert. Both authors blame the failure of 

the Corps in achieving their objectives in the Spring battles on poor supporting 

bombardments and the dwindling numbers of officers with the necessary language 

skills and cultural knowledge who were not being replaced. Whilst there is some truth 

to their argument, both authors fail to adequately explain the sacking of the Indian 

Corps Commander Sir James Willcocks at the planning of Loos and also that of his 

successor, Lieutenant General Anderson. Lack of study of the Battle of Festubert 

prior to this thesis has obscured the extent to which the leadership and tactics of the 

Indian Corps in 1915 was poor, despite some individual acts of heroism, and that this 

best explains the later removal of Willcocks and Anderson.35 Only when Festubert is 

studied does this make sense. 

  

From the 1960s some authors were prepared to offer brutal condemnation of British 

generalship during the First World War, now that many former British Army leaders 

had died. An example is Alan Clark’s ‘seething book’ The Donkeys, published in 

1961, despite being written entirely about the events of 1915 misses Festubert 

completely.36 John Laffin’s equally polemical book British Butchers and Bunglers of 

World War One published in 1988, like Clark mentions Neuve Chapelle but not 

Festubert.37 It is noticeable that the biographies of Sir John French have tended to 

concentrate on his poor relationship with those around him, such as Lord Kitchener, 

the Prime Minister Asquith and Second Army commander Smith-Dorrien and less 
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about his command style during the BEF’s Spring Offensives. His own memoir: 

1914, published just after the war, is also remiss in this regard.38 Richard Holmes’ 

The Little Field Marshal offers the best description of Sir John’s command during the 

period.39 It gives an excellent insight in his relationship with the French Army and 

French generals such as Joffre, Lanrezac and Foch and the pressures this placed on 

his shoulders. His conclusion is that Sir John was ‘professionally ill-equipped and 

temperamentally unsuited for the command of the BEF in 1914-15’.40 The twelve 

biographers of Sir Douglas Haig, including those who are very critical of his 

performance, have tended to concentrate of his time as Commander-in-Chief of the 

BEF, upon taking over from Sir John French on 10 December 1915 and within them 

all there is very little mention of Festubert.41 Harris in particular, has received much 

praise from historians, but is again guilty of giving little attention to his performance 

at Festubert or the extremely difficult situation Haig found himself in having to attack 

at Loos only four months later. Harris therefore finds Haig’s promotion to 

Commander-in Chief after Loos as: ‘especially bizarre’.42 As has been pointed out, 

this was a case of Harris simply offering his bemusement when the facts did not 

support his case.43 This thesis will very much support this argument against Harris. 

There has been less written about Haig’s time as commander of First Army, until the 
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recent biography The Chief in 2011, by Gary Sheffield.44 This is particular important 

piece of work in that it offers a staunch rebuttal of the criticisms of Sir Douglas Haig’s 

generalship in 1915, as portrayed by Clark, Laffin and more recently Denis Winter.45 

 

In the 1990s two works of scholarly importance further examined themes of 

generalship and the development of the BEF as a fighting force. Brian Bond’s The 

First World War and British Military History of 1991, contains a series of scholarly 

essays that demonstrate that the BEF was anxious to learn new methods and within 

that context portray Haig as a commander with an open mindedness to learn.46 As 

the thesis will show this is very much true of Haig at Festubert. 1992 saw the 

publication of Prior and Wilson’s study of Sir Henry Rawlinson - Command on the 

Western Front. Rawlinson was commander of IV Corps whilst the Battle of Festubert 

was taking place. Despite his corps playing no real active part at Festubert the 

authors giving Rawlinson sole credit for the change of method in artillery tactics at 

Festubert, having quoted his correspondence that: ‘after Aubers Ridge Rawlinson 

reached the conclusion that only attacks on a wide front after a prolonged 

bombardment would achieve success’.47 This research has shown that this was not 

the case and that credit should be given to both the contribution of Haig’s staff 

officers sent to observe French Army methods and Major General Haking of 1 

Division who offered careful analysis of British Artillery used at Aubers Ridge. Prior 

and Wilson do not seem to acknowledge any link between the night attack at 

Festubert and a similar and successful operation carried out during the Battle of the 
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Somme on 14 July 1916, which they describe as: ‘the most novel aspect of 

Rawlinson’s plan’.48 

 

Since the 1980s in particular, there have been a number of studies of the BEF which 

have concentrated on leadership and tactics at ground level. Tony Ashworth’s 

Trench Warfare 1914-1918, gives a good insight into the ordinary soldier’s day to 

day life in 1915, although it does not mention Festubert specifically.49 Tim Travers’ 

book The Killing Ground, published in 1987, is a study of military attitudes during the 

period. It suggests that British generals were focussed on what he called the ‘Cult of 

the Offensive’, the mental desire to fight and kill, as much they were on their 

weapons and tactics.50 It suggests that, particularly in the early part of the war when 

the BEF was dominated by the Regular Army units, the Edwardian mentality of the 

senior ranks, such as Haig and Rawlinson, was that their troops would enjoy greater 

success on the battlefield if their fighting spirit was stronger than that of their enemy. 

Subsequent work from historian Paddy Griffith Battle Tactics of the Western Front 

1916-18, published 1994, has offered alternate evidence. The title of Griffith’s work, 

which described the BEF development of new operational doctrine, along with new 

weaponry suggests that the introduction of new doctrine commenced in 1916, 

disregarding developments that took place in 1915.51 More recently, Beckett, 

Bowman’s and Connelly’s book follow this trend such as when assessing the BEF’s 

lack of appreciation of light machine guns in 1915. They state: ‘the ability of the 

Lewis gun to provide immediate tactical fire support was only gradually grasped by 
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the bulk of the army under active service conditions’.52 As will be shown, papers in 

First Army files demonstrate that Robertson and French were fully appraised of the 

operational value of Lewis guns and were desperately trying to get more to the BEF 

on the Western Front. All these books, while writing about Neuve Chapelle but not – 

or very briefly – about Festubert, have failed to examine the idea that there might be 

evidence of the BEF improving, or trying to improve, as a result of the Spring 1915 

battles.  

 

In 2004 some of the themes of battlefield command were further expanded upon in 

Sheffield and Todman’s edited volume Command and Control on the Western Front. 

This was collection of essays dealing with different levels of command and the 

issues of communication on the battlefield. This work also demonstrated that the 

majority of BEF commanders were keen to change and improve their operational 

methods in light of lessons learnt on the battlefield.  

 

In contrast to the Battles of Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Festubert, there has 

been a plethora of books and scholarly articles concerning the Gallipoli campaign.53 

This includes two volumes of British Official History about Gallipoli, in contrast to 37 

pages about Festubert. This was justified as follows: ‘though it forms only a relatively 

small episode in the World War, its varied incidents stand out as one dramatic whole, 

with a beginning, a middle and an end’.54 A number of post First World War 

historians have tended to focus on this campaign in isolation from what was 
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happening at the same time in France and Belgium. For example, Alan Moorhead, 

writing in 1958, concluded that the positive result for the Central Powers, following 

their enemy’s withdrawal from the peninsula, was the release of 20 Turkish Divisions 

to attack Russia and threaten Egypt and loss of Romania. Thus there is no mention 

of benefits to German forces on the Western Front.55 Many studies that followed, 

including those published in the Centenary, have followed suit. Jenny Macleod’s 

work Reconsidering Gallipoli of 2004 attempted to explain this imbalance in literature 

between the two fronts. In evaluating some of the major studies of the Gallipoli 

campaign, she argues that previous authors have concentrated on this campaign 

over the Western Front because of the ‘romantic portrayal’ of the Australians 

entering the conflict, particularly true for the Australian authors.56 Fortunately there is 

some work on Gallipoli that makes a direct link to the Western Front: Stephen 

Badsey has described the factors influencing the British Dardanelles Committee in 

their decision not to provide further troops to the peninsula which ultimately brought 

about the close of operations there, persuasively arguing that this had to happen to 

fully support General Joffre’s larger French attack by concentrating on launching the 

Battle of Loos in September 1915.57 Further publications by Aimée Fox in 2017 and 

Michael LoCicero in 2018 are useful in comparing the two campaigns and 

demonstrate how knowledge transfer flowed from one front to the other and back 

again.58  

 

Lack of interest in Festubert is also noticeable in books by popular historians. 1915: 

The Death of Innocence by Lyn MacDonald, whilst offering some excellent first-hand 
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accounts from junior officers and other ranks engaged in the other battles of 1915, 

such as Aubers Ridge, Gallipoli and Loos, omits any account from those at 

Festubert.59 Max Arthur’s 2002 book Forgotten Voices of the Great War and Richard 

Van Emden’s The Soldier’s War of 2008 follow a similar theme in that they devote 

chapters to the year 1915 without including any accounts from veterans of the Battle 

of Festubert.60 Professor David Olusoga has attempted to raise the profile of the 

contribution of the Indian Corps on the Western Front. He discusses the Battles of 

Neuve Chapelle and Second Ypres, followed by the Battle of Loos with no mention 

of Festubert.61 

 

The German perspective to the Battle of Festubert has been provided by several 

sources. The memoir of the Chief of the German General Staff, Erich von 

Falkenhayn demonstrates that the BEF’s offensive action at Festubert had been 

essentially a minor distraction to him. His focus in May 1915 was his grand strategy 

of fighting a war on two fronts, where the French and Russian armies were 

presenting him with complex problems of where best to concentrate his forces. 

During that month he was also encouraging operations in Serbia with Austria-

Hungary and Bulgaria against the threat of new enemies such as Italy. Therefore an 

offensive operation involving a few British divisions was hardly worthy of his 

attention. Falkenhayn also gave his view of his enemy in northern France during the 

period.  

The serious attacks of the French and the English during recent weeks had left the 
German front in the west completely unshaken, in spite of their superior equipment in 
artillery and ammunition. In the long struggle on the Western front, the French had 
proved themselves to be the more dangerous enemy, compared with the 
English....Yet it was known that their resources in men in their depots at home would 

                                                      
59 Macdonald, L., 1915:The Death of Innocence, (London: Hodder Headline, 1993) 
60 Arthur, M., Forgotten Voices of the Great War: A New History of WWI in the words of Real Men and Women Who Were 
There, (London: Random House, 2002), Van Emden, R., The Soldier’s War: The Great War through Veterans’ Eyes, (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2008) 
61 Osuloga, D., The World’s War, (London: Head of Zeus, 2014), p. 96 



 

27 

 

not permit them to strengthen their fortifications at the front to any appreciable extent 
within the next few months.62  

 

The last sentence was clearly a reference to Kitchener’s New Armies that were not 

yet equipped or trained for offensive action and this gave him the confidence to carry 

on with war on two fronts. Falkenhayn has been described as juggling tactical balls 

at this time, by taking a purely defensive stance on the Western Front which allowed 

him to pursue a more aggressive stance in the east, as the Russians were always 

more likely to trade space for time.63 This was possible because of the German 

Army’s construction of a ‘fortified zone’ in the west, where a second defensive 

position was created several kilometres behind the front line trenches. Historians 

such as Norman Stone, Robert Asprey and Robert Foley have generally agreed that 

Falkenhayn was operating the correct strategy in the circumstances.64 As will be 

seen in later chapters, the German use of terrain would have a direct impact on the 

BEF’s ability to use its artillery effectively against German positions and further 

explanation is found in Captain Graeme C. Wynne’s If Germany Attacks, published 

in 1940. This for the first time gave an account in English of the German perspective 

during the Battle of Festubert. Wynne had been a member of the writing team of 

British Official History and was fortunate to have been given access to the German 

documents of the time. His work commenced with the British attack at Neuve 

Chapelle in March 1915 and demonstrated in detail how the German Army 

continually modified its trench systems in response to British and French offensive 

tactics. By 1917 this had developed into five discernible systems of fortifications 
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named after heroes of German Teutonic sagas.65 As Wynne points out, even by 

1915: ‘the ground between the German trench lines would be honeycombed with 

machine gun nests and supporting detachments of infantry’.66  

 

Jonathan Boff’s Haig’s Enemy is a study of Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, 

commander of the German 6th Army which was operating in northern France in 

1915. It suggests that those German commanders involved in conducting operations 

were similarly not alarmed by the British offensive action. Whilst Rupprecht was 

‘worried deeply’ by D’Urbal, he was not really concerned by the efforts of the BEF. 

The action by the British forces at Festubert caused German VII Corps to draw down 

one brigade of reinforcements, but this is not even mentioned in Rupprecht’s Diary 

and thus it ‘clearly worried him little’.67 Some first-hand accounts from German 

officers, non-commissioned officers and other ranks directly involved in the Battle of 

Festubert are given in work by Jack Sheldon: The German Army on the Western 

Front 1915, published in 2012. Some of these accounts will be referred to in later 

chapters and provide context to the artillery and infantry attacks.68 

 

This neglect of Festubert has changed to some extent during the Centenary of the 

First World War. The Spencer Jones edited volume Courage Without Glory, 

published in 2015, offers a series of essays that re-examines the British Army in 

1915 in terms of leadership and the development of tactics throughout the year.69 

Courage Without Glory contains two chapters dedicated to the Battle of Festubert, 

one describing the battle in general terms, the other focussing on the actions of a 
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participating battalion.70 The authors have used primary sources to provide an 

excellent battle narrative. This was followed in 2016 by Loyal to Empire, a study of 

Charles Monro, commander of I Corps during the Battle of Festubert. Whilst it is 

disappointing in terms of its brief coverage of the battle, (six pages), it does 

demonstrate that the role of a corps commander was more about facilitating 

resources than playing an active role in operational command, compared to those 

divisional generals taking part.71 

 

In view of the absence of secondary literature concerning Festubert, this thesis has 

relied heavily on unpublished primary sources, including those held at the National 

Archives of England and Wales and some academic Institutions and museums, 

such as the Liddell Hart Collection at King’s College, London, the Churchill 

Archives Centre, Cambridge and the Imperial War Museum, London. Many of the 

official war diaries, kept by the British military units that took part at Festubert, such 

as First Army, I Corps and those of the constituent infantry brigades and battalions 

have been consulted. These vary enormously in length and style. Some personal 

insight has been gained from the private papers of British officers and men, such 

as the then Chief of Staff to the BEF, Sir William Robertson and Major General 

Henry Horne who commanded one of the main British divisions taking part. The 

diaries of Douglas Haig, both the originals at the National Library of Scotland and 

the microfiche typescript at the National Archives, have yielded disappointingly little 

comment about the battle. Therefore, these original sources have been referred to 

in the majority of cases, with occasional reference to edited volumes.72 Fortunately, 
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it has been possible to establish from these records that even as the battle was 

taking place, there was some useful reflection of tactics and suggestions for future 

modification, which has been the main focus of this study. 

 

This review of literature concerning the Battle of Festubert has highlighted three 

issues. First, there is little study of the British Army and the Western Front in 1915 

in general. Secondly, there is imbalance in the literature, which focuses on the 

Gallipoli expedition at the expense of the British Spring Offensives of 1915, and 

thirdly that, other than the British Official History of 1928 and a short chapter in an 

edited book of 2015, there is no published study of the battle and therefore no 

realisation of its contribution to the learning process of the British Army in this 

period. This thesis makes an original contribution to historical research by 

rectifying these omissions.  

 

The Battle of Festubert in the British Strategic Context  

Another reason for the general omission of Festubert in much of the post-war 

historiography is due to its timing. It occurred in the middle of the Anglo-French 

debate as to where best to send resources as they became available. This and other 

events in British domestic politics have since distracted historians away from the 

modifications that the BEF was making to its organisational and tactical methods. 

This is somewhat understandable as there was a lot happening in May 1915.  

 

Events on the Eastern Front, including the German and Austro-Hungarian advances 

towards Gorlice and Warsaw on 1 May 1915, were having a heavy influence on the 
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strategic thinking of British and French leaders, particularly Kitchener.73 In an effort 

to induce Italy into a formal alliance with the Entente: the promise of large tracts of 

territory from Austria-Hungary meant that Italy joined the Allied powers of Britain, 

France and Russia on 23 May 1915.74 Yet at the same time there was a realisation 

that the British economic policies were not working. The economic strategy of 1914 

was an attempt to minimise the direct impact of the war; therefore the order of the 

day would be ‘business as usual’.75 This was still influenced by the century old policy 

later referred to as the ‘British Way in Warfare’, where Britain remained aloof from 

continental affairs, relying on ‘financial muscle and seapower’, whilst there remained 

a balance of power amongst the other great powers.76 As the military strategy was 

reliant on a war at sea, it seemed logical to many British politicians of the period that 

the country need only make a token contribution to a land war and then Britain could 

concentrate on providing its allies with money and munitions, so that in effect, their 

allies could do the fighting for them.77 Measuring the effectiveness of the blockade 

on the war economies of the Central Powers has been ‘genuinely very hard to 

assess’.78 None-the-less, David French has pinpointed May 1915 as the month when 

the British government finally realised that it would have to commit the army on a 

long term basis to fighting a continental land-based conflict, summing up with:  

By May 1915, it was becoming apparent that the whole strategy of ‘business as 
usual’ would not produce a quick decision, far less one which favoured the Entente. 
No end to the war seemed to be in sight, and the allies were becoming increasingly 
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restive about the fact that Britain was not bearing its fair share of the fighting.79 

 

This context explains why the government was so attracted to Winston Churchill’s 

proposal, as First Lord of the Admiralty, to conduct what was initially conceived as an 

entirely naval operation against the Ottoman Empire at Gallipoli, with the intention of 

knocking out a major German ally. This had suited Kitchener, as he stated in 

February 1915: ‘We do not have sufficient troops available to attack Turkish troops 

on the Gallipoli peninsula’.80 Despite this the Dardanelles campaign swiftly evolved 

from a plan of naval bombardment on 17 February 1915, as a demonstration against 

Turkey to relieve pressure on Russian troops in the Balkans, to the amphibious 

landing of infantry, in April. General Sir Ian Hamilton had been appointed by 

Kitchener in March 1915 to command the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF), 

with orders to wrestle control of the Dardanelles straits from the Ottoman Empire and 

to capture Constantinople. The situation quickly evolved into the same stalemated 

trench warfare as on the Western Front. This had become obvious to even its main 

protagonist, Churchill, in the same month as the Aubers Ridge and Festubert 

operations. Churchill received a letter from his brother John ‘Jack’ Churchill, who 

was serving as a naval liaison officer in the MEF, which stated: ‘it has become siege 

warfare again as in France. Trenches and wire beautifully covered by machine gun 

fire are the order of the day’.81  

 

Lord Kitchener and Sir John French 

In May 1915 the BEF’s Commander in Chief (C-in-C), Sir John French was getting to 

grips with trench warfare on the Western Front, having realised during the Battle of 
                                                      
79 French, British Economic and Strategic Planning, p. 119 
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C., Churchill and the Dardanelles, (Illustrated Edition), (Oxford: University Press , 2017), p. 125. Bell offers a very balanced 
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the Aisne the previous September that tactics for a mobile war were now 

redundant.82 He turned to Kitchener for assistance, but this was hampered by their 

poor professional relationship, which became increasingly fractious through the first 

few months of 1915. The literature review that preceded this section demonstrated 

that historians have focussed on this poor relationship at the expense of French’s 

attempts to overcome the operational difficulties he faced. Similarly, biographers of 

Kitchener, such as Philip Magnus, and George Cassar in particular, portrayed their 

subject as the only man with the complete picture as to the global nature of the war, 

whilst Sir John French was simply transfixed with events on the Western Front.83 

This thesis will show that there are documents in the BEF files that show its 

commander received frequent updates as to what was happening on other fronts. 

Chapter 4 will show that Sir William Robertson acted on these updates and also 

supplied assessment and recommendations as to how continued fighting on the 

Western Front would aid the British allies on other fronts. What is unquestionable is 

that the poor relationship between Kitchener and French did not assist Sir John as 

he tried to formulate new methods for the proposed Spring Offensives would was 

frustrated that Kitchener used his military rank of Field Marshal to reinforce his 

orders whilst fulfilling his role as a political member of the government. These 

disputes were often smoothed over with the assistance of Robertson, although it has 

recently been pointed out that: ‘while Robertson and French worked efficiently 

together initially, intellectually and professionally they were poles apart.’84 Another 

man that became involved in this situation was Reginald Brett, Viscount Esher, a 

government official without portfolio and an honorary Colonel in the Territorial Force. 
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Esher has been described as an ‘eminence grise’, a government problem solver, 

working behind the scenes. He was also a frequent visitor to France.85 Esher’s 

correspondence speaks in glowing terms of an efficient and business-like 

relationship between Robertson and French: 

He [French] likes Robertson’s methods. French gives his general instructions. 
Robertson comes in with a few questions on half a sheet of note paper. They are 
answered and everything goes forward.86 

 

Yet Esher’s diary gives insight into the deteriorating relationship between Kitchener 

and French, which culminated in Esher’s suggestion for a reorganisation of the 

British Army’s General Staff and its responsibilities. Since May 1915 relations 

between Kitchener and Sir John had become so poor that all contact was now via 

Viscount Esher, who had gone as far to suggest that the only remedy was to 

resurrect a pre-war army structure ‘by appointing Lord K. Commander-in-Chief of the 

Imperial Forces of the Crown at home and over-seas in conjunction with his office as 

Secretary of State for War’.87 This drastic action would have meant partially 

dismantling the institution of the Imperial General Staff of the Army, something that 

had been thirteen years in the creating. It was an unrealistic proposal and 

demonstrated Esher’s poor understanding of the British Army. Kitchener decided 

against the change of structure. An untitled memorandum in Kitchener’s papers, 

dated 10 May stated: ‘Any attempt during a war of this magnitude to restore the old 

functions of the Commander-in Chief, if that office is to be held apart from the 

Secretary of State for War would prove impossible’.88 He reassured Esher that he 

was: ‘out to fight the Germans and not out to fight Sir John French’.89 On 22 May 
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1915, in a further attempt to resolve the situation, Esher met Sir John French at 

Hazebrouck and during a long and difficult meeting spoke to him ‘in the strongest 

possible language’.90 With the help of Sir William Robertson, a way forward for the 

relationship was agreed upon, where all future correspondence between the two 

‘should be made through the medium of the General Staffs in the field and at 

home’.91 This matter gets little discussion by historians, including in biographies of 

Kitchener, French and Robertson.92 The ongoing tension was certainly enough to 

cause the worried attention of the King, which was evident in correspondence 

between his Assistant Private Secretary and Robertson. Lieutenant Colonel Wigram 

was to write in July that: ‘HM is anxious to establish cordial relations and good will 

between the War Office and GHQ,’93 and then in August that: [there] ‘ought to be a 

Standing Order that K[itchener] should have the views of GHQ through the C-in-C 

once a fortnight or once a month’.94 The strength of belief that Kitchener had in 

himself, to be in control the what he saw as the best interests of the nation, was 

demonstrated in a comment he made to Esher in July: (that) ‘a Cabinet of twenty two 

was a ludicrous body to discuss strategy.’95 It can be argued that Kitchener emerged 

from this affair in a stronger position. French had been effectively reprimanded and 

Kitchener’s position as the chief policy maker and therefore chief strategist was 

reaffirmed.  When Kitchener ignored French’s objections to attacking at Loos 

followed by his orders for Sir John ‘to take the offensive and act vigorously’, it was 

during a period of little consultation between the two or empathy shown to each 
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other’s position.96 It was also at a time when Sir John was getting little support from 

the General Staff at the War Office, in particular from the Chief of the General Staff, 

Lieutenant General Sir James Wolfe Murray, who had earned himself the nickname 

‘Sheep’ due to his inability to stand up to Kitchener.97 The question must be asked 

that if a better relationship had existed between the two men would the Secretary of 

State for War have been more sympathetic to Sir John’s situation? These divisions in 

high command were part of the context for the Battle of Festubert.  

 

The BEF’s Operational Context 

The military context to the Battle of Festubert is provided by the operations of the 

newly formed British First Army, as fierce fighting caused by French operations in the 

First Battle of Champagne, (20 December 1914-17 March 1915) was coming to an 

end. General Douglas Haig, as First Army commander had made his intentions clear 

at his first planning meeting with his corps commanders by stating that: ‘we should 

follow a policy of quiet determination, and push our saps each night with a definite 

object in view’.98 The preceding Battle of Neuve Chapelle, (10-13 March 1915), 

persuaded the French that the British were good enough to make attacks in support 

of their own operations, making them more inclined toward joint operations in 

future.99 At the same time, the BEF was also attacked in Flanders, (the Second 

Battle of Ypres, 22 April-25 May 1915), which included the first large-scale use of 

poison gas on the Western Front by the German Army. This latter tactic infuriated 

Kitchener who immediately ordered British scientists to develop similar chemical 

weapons. In consequence it was at the Battle of Festubert that a trial of a hand-
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thrown gas grenade took place.100  

 

It can be argued that drawn out fighting at the Second Battle of Ypres, had a positive 

side for Haig and British First Army at Festubert. The Second Battle of Ypres 

unofficially commenced with the Germans’ attempt to take Hill 60 in April 1915 and 

then ran through four distinct phases before ceasing on the same date that Festubert 

was closed down, 25 May 1915.101 Consequently, despite their formal start and end 

dates there was some overlap between Neuve Chapelle and Second Ypres, and 

French had the difficult job of overseeing two battles, one in attack and one in 

defence. This caused him immense emotional strain and possibly clinical 

depression.102 Once the position at Ypres was stabilised, Sir John requested the 

transfer of Canadians troops to First Army, for use in offensive operations at 

Festubert and this seems to have been the catalyst for Second Army’s commander 

Sir Horrace Smith-Dorrien to offer his resignation. He complained that he had ‘been 

shorn of one wing of his army and then the other’.103 Sir John continuously interfered 

with the command of Smith-Dorrien, a man he ‘despised’, whilst General Haig of 

First Army was left with full authority to plan the Spring Offensive battles on his own 

terms.104 French was not at Indian Corps HQ at Lestrem for the planning meetings 

for The Battle of Festubert.105 As the battle took place Sir John visited Haig at First 

Army HQ at Merville on 17 May, but it is clear to see from the records that Haig was 

given full authority to modify his tactics in a way that the C-in-C might have stifled 

                                                      
100 A drawing of one of these devices is included in Chapter 4 
101 The four phases of the battle were: The Battle of Gravenstafel Ridge 22-23 April 1915, the Battle of St. Julien 1-7 May 1915, 
the Battle of Frezenberg Ridge 8-13 May 1915 and the Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge 24-25 May 1915, see Dixon, J., Magnificent 
But Not War The Second Battle of Ypres 1915, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2003) 
102 Holmes, R., The Little Field Marshal, pp. 302-5, Lloyd, N., Loos 1915, (Stroud: The History Press, 2006), pp. 54 & 64, 
Badsey, ‘The August Offensives’, p. 4.  
103 Smith Dorrien, H., in Memories of Forty Eight Years’ Service, (London: John Murrray, 1925), p. 403, He was later to write of 
the period: ‘I had more to fear from behind than the front’. 
104 Jones, S., ‘The British Army and the Problem of the Western Front’ in Courage Without Glory, p, 37,  
105 The National Archives of England and Wales [TNA] WO 158/17 First Army HQ, General Staff Notes on Operations 5th 
February-2nd October 1915 



 

38 

 

had he been present throughout all stages of the battle. This allowed Haig to make 

changes to artillery tactics and the way his infantry was used, which was all part of a 

learning process. 

 

The Battle of Neuve Chapelle was the first large-scale organised attack undertaken 

by the British Army during the war. First Army then comprised of I Corps, IV Corps 

and the Indian Corps. It was four divisions of the latter two corps: 7th Division, 8th 

Division, Lahore Division and Meerut Division that took part. Following a short, 

intense bombardment of 35 minutes, three infantry brigades advanced quickly as 

soon as the barrage lifted from the front line at 8.05 a.m. The Gharwal Infantry 

Brigade of the Indian Corps advanced successfully, with the exception of the 1/39th 

Gharwal Rifles on the extreme right that went astray, being caught out in defences 

untouched by the bombardment and consequently suffering large losses. Initially, the 

25th and 23rd Infantry Brigades of the 8th Division made good forward movement 

into the village. There were delays in sending further orders and reinforcements 

forward, but by nightfall the village had been captured, and the advanced units were, 

in places, into some second line German positions. During the night the Germans 

reinforced their second line in front of a wood called Bois de Biez, and all further 

attempts to renew the advance over the next few days brought little material 

success. The view of the Official Historian was that more could have been achieved 

if re-enforcements could have been brought to the battlefield sooner.106 Major 

General Hubert Gough, who had been at GHQ during Neuve Chapelle, made a 

shrewd observation about the operation’s limited success. He concluded that: 

We captured the village so readily. The problem is controlling events when you have 
gone beyond the plans which are cut and dried. What we have got to find out is how 
to carry forward the momentum of a successful attack by feeding in reserves at the 
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right moment and giving them fire support before the enemy can bring up his 
reserves to seal off the hole we’ve made in his line.107 

 

As will be seen, at Festubert these problems were expected to be rectified by 

continuing the battle over several days, with more divisions on hand to renew the 

attack. More recent analysis of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle has identified problems 

that the BEF was struggling to overcome throughout 1915: there were too few good 

artillery observation points, the reserves were not in a position to follow up success 

quickly, and command communications took too long to reach those attacking.108 

 

The Battle of Aubers Ridge, just two months later, was in many ways a repetition of 

Neuve Chapelle, in that it was an attempt to take strategically important higher 

ground in the same area, whilst the French Army attacked about 22 miles to the 

south. The plans for the battle were made on 29 March, at a meeting at Joffre’s 

headquarters, attended by Kitchener, Sir John French, Joffre and the French 

Minister for War, Alexandre Millerand. Joffre persuaded his audience that even 

partial success from continued attacks on the Western Front would prevent the 

enemy shifting troops from west to east, thereby assisting their Russian allies. 

Kitchener and Sir John agreed to the British relief of two French corps near Ypres, 

and to launching a joint attack near Vimy.109 Kitchener visited Sir John at his 

headquarters two days later on 31 March. French recorded that over breakfast 

Kitchener told him that he and Joffre were ‘on our trial’ and that both had only a 

period of a month or so to make a significant breakthrough, otherwise he ‘should 

look for some other theatre of operations’, clearly meaning Gallipoli and the war 
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against the Ottoman Empire.110 This shows that Sir John and General Joffre were 

under significant pressure at this time. 

 

When the Battle of Aubers Ridge commenced on 9 May a similar type of artillery 

bombardment to Neuve Chapelle was used. Aubers Ridge is another battle that has 

been little studied.111 The artillery tactics used by the BEF during these attacks are 

vital to the story of its attempts to adapt to the new conditions of war on the Western 

Front and will be described in detail in Chapter 2. A new method of infantry assault 

was employed by the use of a two pronged attack by 8th Division in the north and 1st 

and Meerut Divisions in the south, with a 6, 000 yard gap in between in an attempt at 

a double envelopment.112 The attack was a complete failure for the BEF; no 

objectives were taken and heavy casualties were sustained.  

 

The Distraction of the Shell Crisis/Munitions Scandal 

Yet another reason for the lack of study of Festubert is that historians have focussed 

their attention to the political context surrounding the perceived lack of artillery 

munitions at the Battle of Aubers Ridge and how this was reported in the British 

press. Sir John French believed that its failure was down to lack of high explosive 

shells for his artillery which had failed to deal with strong points in the first and 

second line German trenches. High explosive was now regarded as the only way to 

destroy enemy bunkers and strong points as well as the thick belts of barbed wire, 

yet formed only a small part of the BEF’s artillery arsenal of ammunition. He wrote of 

the enemy: ‘They’ve dug themselves in their entrenchments so deeply and so well 

that our shrapnel can’t get at them, and owing to the bungling and want of foresight 
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at our fine War Office we have only a very insufficient quantity of “High 

Explosive”’.113 Lord Haldane, the man that had been responsible for the pre-war 

reforms to the British Army, was to later point out the blatant hypocrisy in the opinion 

of Sir John at this time. Haldane, as Lord Chancellor in 1915, was invited by Sir John 

French to his headquarters in France in July 1915, two months after the Battle of 

Festubert. During the visit he wrote to Kitchener in which he made the following 

observation regarding Sir John’s complaints about lack of shells. He wrote: 

He is rather jealous of your new divisions going to the Dardanelles but his chief 
demand is heavy guns and shells. I reminded him that when he was Chief of Staff 
[Chief of the General Staff] the General Staff refused to equip the British 
Expeditionary Force with heavy guns, because this would hamper their mobility and 
that the artillery men as deliberately chose shrapnel in place of high explosives. I 
pointed out that we poor civilians could not be blamed for not having foreseen what 
none of the soldiers foresaw and the manufacture on a large scale could not be 
developed by waving a wand.114 

  

Sir John persisted with his belief that his operations were being hampered by his 

government and two factors reinforced his opinion. Firstly, he was aware that 

operations at Gallipoli meant that resources vital for his own campaign, further 

divisions, artillery and munitions, were being sent there rather than to the Western 

Front. Also, on the same day as the Aubers Ridge attack, Sir John had learned that 

French Moroccan troops of General Pétain’s XXXIII Corps had initially advanced 

three quarters of a mile onto the Vimy Ridge, a success which he believed was due 

to their receiving superior artillery support.115 

 

The British historiography of Spring 1915 has focussed on the ensuing argument as 

who was to blame This was triggered by  French’s complaints to his friend Repington 

of The Times, who happened to be visiting GHQ on the day of the battle, which 
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provided him with a suitable excuse for failure.116 Repington sent this story back to 

The Times via a telegram containing the much quoted phrase that: ‘the want of an 

unlimited supply of high explosive was a fatal bar to our success,’ and this appeared 

in The Times editorial on 14 May 1915.117 The publication of this set off a chain of 

events which caused a shake-up of War Office and Treasury Department 

committees and ultimately a coalition government.118  

  

Historians have focussed on the so called ‘Battle of the Memoirs’: the published 

post-war accounts of those involved. Repington’s own published version of events 

claimed that Prime Minister Asquith was not his target. He believed that Kitchener, 

as Secretary of State for War and assisted by the Master-General of Ordnance, 

Major General Stanley Von Donop were deliberately hiding the lack of production of 

shells and all types of weapons from Asquith and his story was a way of exposing 

this. In fact it was not just the lack of artillery shells that caused his frustration but 

lack of other weapons too. He stated that censorship of his story: ‘cut out...all my 

remarks about the want of heavy guns, howitzers, trench mortars, maxims and rifle 

grenades’, that he believed were of equal value to Sir John’s chance of success in 

battle.119 It is clear that certain politicians did not want to get involved in the unfolding 

crisis. The diary of the Secretary of the War Council, Sir Maurice Hankey spoke of 

‘dodging’ a visit from Repington.120 The foreign affairs editor of The Times, Henry 

Wickham Steed, later recounted how Lord Northcliffe confided to him that he had 

deliberately used the emerging story in an attempt to oust Kitchener. Northcliffe told 
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Wickham Steed he believed that: ‘the war was becoming too big for Kitchener’ and 

that the continued public belief in him was ‘becoming an obstacle to military 

progress’.121 Collusion between Northcliffe and Sir John French is found in a letter 

between the two, dated eight days before Aubers Ridge, in which the former stated: 

A short and very vigorous statement from you to a private correspondent (the usual 
way of making things public in England) would, I believe, render the Government’s 
position impossible...and thus bring public pressure upon the government to stop 
men and munitions pouring away to the Dardanelles as they are at present.122 

 
 

It is known that Sir John became further involved in the politics of the situation by 

sending two of his staff with written material to support his claim and instructions to 

reveal the matter to Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George, ex chairman 

of the Committee for Imperial Defence, MP Arthur Balfour and Leader of the 

Conservative Party Andrew Bonar Law.123 This all shows that this was not simply a 

case of Sir John, during a fit of rage, carelessly talking out of turn to the press, but a 

deliberate attempt to manipulate politicians in his favour. Despite this, there is 

evidence to suggest that Northcliffe’s actions were counter-productive to his aim, 

when copies of the Daily Mail and The Times were burnt in protest on the floor of the 

London Stock Exchange and the newspaper was banned in service clubs. Indeed, 

both support from the government and the public for Kitchener was maintained.124 

  

Thus it was a difficult time for Asquith as the Battle of Festubert was taking place. He 

managed to get through it by forming a new coalition government, recruiting 

Conservative and Unionist Members of Parliament that were generally supportive of 

his policies to his cabinet, and also by the retention of Kitchener. He made various 
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concessions, which included the replacement of Von Donop as Master-General of 

the Ordinance and the installation of Lloyd George at the head of the new Ministry of 

Munitions. By the end of May 1915 the Shell Crisis had subsided.125 Asquith’s 

continued support for Kitchener was shown in his description of him in the House of 

Commons in May 1916: 

There is no other man in the country, or in this Empire, who could have summoned 
into existence in so short a time, with so little friction with such satisfactory, surprising 
and even bewildering results, the enormous armies which now at home and abroad 
are maintaining the honour of the Empire.126 

 

Sir John French, having contributed to the downfall of the Liberal Government with 

his complaints to the press, would find himself in a stronger position under the new 

coalition government, as the inclusion of Conservatives meant a cabinet more 

inclined to support Army views and a Continental strategy as opposed to the Liberal 

Party that traditionally favoured the Royal Navy.127 Some evidence to support 

government bias towards the Royal Navy can be found in Winston Churchill’s précis 

of the Admiralty’s position, written for his successor upon his leaving office on 31 

May 1915. This proves that the Royal Navy, unlike the British Army had no complaint 

in relation to ammunition supply. In the section on ‘Subsidiary Services and 

Munitions’ his report states: 

Since the beginning of the war we have received on the average four times as much 
heavy and twice as much medium shell as we have fired away, including all 
operations at the Dardanelles, and we are therefore in a substantially better position 
than at the outset ...Before the end of the year we shall receive eight times as much 
ammunition of the heavier calibre, i.e. 6-inch and above as we have fired away in the 
whole 10 months of the war, though, of course, there will be more ships to be 
provided for.128 

The numbers of shells made available and used at Festubert will be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 2 and this will assist in determining to what extent the 

                                                      
125 Searle, G., A New England? Peace And War 1866 – 1918, (Oxford: Clarendon, 2004), pp. 677-679 
126Asquith H., Speech in House of  Commons, 31 May 1915, Hansard [Online], accessed 15/06/2015, 
<http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1916/may/31/war-office#S5CV_19160531_HOC_411> 
127 Badsey, 'The August Offensives and British Imperial Grand Strategy', p. 11 
128 Report on the Admiralty, May 1915 quoted in Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, (Volume III), p. 970 



 

45 

 

situation actually interfered with the BEF’s operational prowess. The publicity of the 

Shell Crisis had an intensely negative effect on the relationship between Lord 

Kitchener and Sir John French, immediately after the Battle of Festubert. This was to 

weaken Sir John’s ability to learn the lessons from the Spring Offensives as he was 

pushed into a type of offensive that went against the advice given to him. 

 

General Joffre’s further request for BEF Support 

While the Asquith coalition was being formed, General Joffre was reorganising and 

forming a group of armies: Groupe d'armées du Nord (GAN), commanded by 

General Ferdinand Foch, in readiness to launch further offensive operations in the 

Artois sector. He put more pressure on Sir John French to renew operations against 

the Aubers Ridge whilst Foch’s troops made another attempt to capture the Vimy 

Ridge and open up a pathway to Lens. Foch pointed out that after the initial attempts 

on 9 May, units had made it to: ‘the top of the crest; but being isolated and in a 

narrow salient and subjected to cross fire as well as the counter-attacks of the 

enemy could not hold on very long’.129 It was felt that a further British attack to the 

north could assist them by preventing immediate German reinforcement of their 

troops subject to a French attack further south. Then, two days before the Festubert 

operation, British I Corps commander Lieutenant General Sir Charles Monro had 

heard encouraging news from the French Tenth Army. At 9.15 a.m. on 13 May it was 

reported that: ‘I Corps received news of the capture of Garency and Notre Dame de 

Lorette by the French, entailing the capture of several thousand prisoners, six guns, 

a general and his entire staff’.130 
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General Joffre was also under considerable pressure from his government. In 

January he had been made aware by French Prime Minister Viviani of proposed 

plans for yet another front being opened up in the eastern Mediterranean at the 

Greek port of Salonika, with the aim of persuading neighbouring Romania and 

Bulgaria to enter the war on the side of the Allies and developing an attack on 

Austria-Hungary through the Balkans.131 Joffre, like Sir John French, was anxious to 

make some sort of inroads into German lines to prove conclusively that the Western 

Front was where the war would be won. He was also preoccupied on winning around 

French Minister of War Millerand to his views and bitterly arguing with a rival, 

General Galliéni, as to when and where to fight next.132 Sir John French, clearly 

acting with Kitchener’s comments about being ‘on our trial’ fresh in his mind, ordered 

General Haig to attack the Aubers Ridge again just a few days after the fiasco of 9 

May. This dilemma that Sir John found himself in, of being told that he was an 

independent commander on the one hand but also being expected to fully support 

the French Army on the other, was summed up by Sir William Robertson. In his post-

war autobiography he wrote of the period: ‘It must also be remembered that the 

Commander in Chief was not in all respects master in his own house’.133 General 

Haig therefore got on with planning a further offensive, this time centred on the small 

village of Festubert.  

 

There was one more event that added context to the political situation as operations 

at Festubert took place. The sinking of the British-owned luxury steamship RMS 

Lusitania by a German U-boat on May 7, 1915, had caused the deaths of 1,195 
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people including 128 Americans. Of the few first-hand accounts obtained from 

veterans of Festubert there are two that state that the officers leading the charge 

against German positions during the night attack of 15/16 May were shouting 

comments about ‘avenging the Lusitania’ as they went forward and so illustrates the 

strength of feeling against Germany that this incident caused.134 

  

Summary 

An important question for any historian examining the Western Front of the period is: 

would the extra personnel and high explosive shells that were diverted to the 

Gallipoli peninsula have made a difference to the likelihood of success of the Spring 

Offensives? The conclusion of this thesis is: probably not. It was heavy guns which 

could have assisted the infantry that were needed at this time, as well as the 

weaponry mentioned by Repington: more howitzers, trench mortars, Vickers (Maxim) 

machine-guns, rifle grenades and reliable hand-thrown grenades. It was not just a 

lack of shells that was responsible for the failure of the BEF at The Battle of Aubers 

Ridge and limited success at Festubert.  

 

It is therefore clear that 1915 was the year when Britain had to drastically alter its 

strategy for fighting the war. The harsh realities of fighting in a global conflict meant 

abandonment of centuries old principles, culminating with the resignation of First Sea 

Lord, Jacky Fisher. Later chapters will show that in 1915 there was a real fear in 

Britain that Germany might negotiate a separate peace with France or Russia and 

leave Britain and her empire very vulnerable. Whilst General Joffre was convinced 

that offensive action was absolutely necessary and he expected British support, Sir 

John French was forced to plan limited offensives, due to the loss of divisions and 
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ammunition that had been diverted to other fronts. It is within this strategic context 

that in May 1915 the British C-in-C ordered a third assault of German lines in north 

east France, to assist the French army. As will be shown, the British attack at 

Festubert would try a number of tactical methods that were different from previous 

attacks. It was clear to French and Haig that artillery was seen as such an important 

factor in unlocking the deadlock of trench warfare therefore this study will start with 

that arm and demonstrate that Festubert was a key stage in the learning process of 

its effective use in the latter stages of the First World War. 
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Chapter 2: The evolving role of artillery 

Part one: artillery in the lead up to the Spring Offensives 

‘The British Army had to learn to make a pre-arranged fire-plan based on intelligence 
of the enemy dispositions co-ordinated with the infantry plan. The proved a hard nut 

to crack’, 135 (Bidwell and Graham, Fire-Power: The British Army Weapons & Theories of 

War 1904-1945)  

As noted in the first chapter, the BEF had to make some difficult decisions in 1915, 

as there was a growing realisation that they were lacking in both the number of 

heavy guns and the appropriate ammunition necessary to fight offensively in trench 

war conditions. Yet this was something the BEF had to do in support of their French 

ally. What also became apparent as the year wore on was that it was not just a lack 

of guns and ammunition; British artillery was faced with a number of operational 

problems. It was not assertively represented in the higher echelons of command. It 

was only just getting to grips with the idea of firing from concealed positions, and it 

was still reliant on shrapnel to destroy enemy personnel, as opposed to strong points 

and enemy artillery. Finally, it was finding difficulty in cooperating with attacking 

infantry. These issues can be grouped together under the broad headings of: 

‘Inexperience, Equipment and Methods’ which Spencer Jones has called ‘The 

Terrible Trinity’.136 As will be shown, The Battle of Festubert was part of the 

continuing debate about the uses of indirect fire artillery which began in the Anglo-

Boer War, for example short-or-long bombardment and was to continue into 1915-

1918. Another theme that emerges from the study of the battle is that despite the 

artillery doctrine and plans being severely curtailed by inadequate numbers of guns 

and shell, more shells were fired at Festubert than at the earlier Battles of Neuve 

Chapelle and Aubers Ridge. This contribution from the artillery was seen as an 

                                                      
135 Bidwell S. and Graham D., Fire-Power: The British Army Weapons & Theories of War 1904 – 1945, (London: George Allen 
& Unwin, 2004 [1982]), pp. 67-8 
136 Jones, S. ‘“Toothless Lions” The Royal Artillery and the Firepower Crisis of 1915’ Lecture at University of Wolverhampton, 
March 2018, YouTube [Online], accessed 24/06/2018, available from: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-xHabNMzbYA> 



 

50 

 

essential ingredient to a recipe that brought the ‘tantalising’ results later described by 

the Official Historian. Festubert brought about some changes to both the operational 

command and doctrine of the BEF’s artillery and is proof of the BEF’s attempts at 

tactical innovation. 

 

The first section of this chapter describes how the role of artillery had developed in 

the pre-war years and how that role had to change to deal with trench warfare. It will 

examine the artillery held by the BEF in May 1915, as well as the ammunition and 

logistics to support it. It will describe some of the artillery tactics in the lead up to the 

battles on the Western Front in Spring 1915. In addition, it will make some 

comparison with the artillery of the French and German armies to establish what 

weapons were both assisting and opposing the British. Finally, in setting the scene 

for the Spring Offensives it will describe the optimism in the BEF’s High Command 

that tactics of surprise could make up for inadequacies in  numbers of guns and 

shells. 

  

The role of the artillery was becoming ever more technical and it is clear that those 

charged with the job of providing the Army’s necessary resources did not appear to 

understand this. This was shown in August 1915, during a visit to the front lines by 

two members of David Lloyd George’s recently formed Munitions Committee. 

General Haig was astounded to be asked if his artillery were still using cannon 

balls.137 Despite this, the artillery grew at a rapid pace. It has been stated that in 

1914: ‘General Sir John French led a force consisting of seven divisions, whose 

heavy artillery consisted of twenty-four 5-inch guns [sixty pounders]. In 1918 General 
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Sir Douglas Haig could dispose of sixty divisions supported by six and a half 

thousand field pieces from three to eighteen inches in calibre’.138  

 

The British Official History made the point that by 1915, BEF commanders had 

already realised that: ‘the success of the offensive depended first and foremost on 

the capacity of the British artillery to break down the German front position and 

demoralise the defence, so as to prepare the way for the assaulting troops’.139 Thus 

the general emphasis of the role of artillery had already switched from the generally 

accepted principle of ‘fire and manoeuvre’ to a method of a pre-attack bombardment 

as part of what became known as ‘set-piece’ operations.140 In ordinary terms, this 

meant that artillery would now be used in accordance with a carefully planned 

timetable, as opposed to operating dynamically during the ebb and flow of battle. 

 

The Anglo-Boer War to 1915 

It is important to discuss what weapon systems were available to the BEF and how 

the doctrine as to their use had been quickly modified to suit trench warfare. It is 

clear that the British Army adapted from lessons learnt in the Anglo-Boer War as it 

prepared for the First World War, the former being a catalyst for a wide variety of 

reforms that shaped the BEF of 1914.141 The potential of long range fire, the value of 

concealment and the importance of cooperation between the guns and infantry were 

all important lessons of the Anglo-Boer Wars.142 The tactics of using light and fast 

moving artillery placed on the front line, which had proved so effective in colonial 

wars, was to prove ineffective against the guerrilla tactics of the Boers. Even before 
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that phase of the war, at the Battle of Colenso in December 1899, the Boer forces 

had used the accuracy of their rifles at long range to assist in the capture of ten guns 

of British field artillery, which proved to be of great embarrassment to British 

General, Sir Redvers Buller.143 Also the British Army, for the first time, was faced 

with a new long-range weapon, the Boers’ 155mm French built Creusot gun, known 

as the ‘Long Tom’, for which it was unprepared. Commanders were in great shock 

when they received a report that one shell had caused 21 casualties from a distance 

of 10,000 yards.144  In January 1900, within one month of the British disasters at 

Stormberg, Magersfontein and Colenso, the cabinet was pressed for a complete re-

armament of the Horse and Field Artillery.145 The reorganisation that followed put the 

lighter, mobile guns in the Royal Horse and Field Artillery, and the heaviest calibre 

guns and howitzers into the Royal Garrison Artillery, a structure still in place for the 

First World War. The introduction of the British 4.7 inch, essentially a naval gun 

mounted on an improvised carriage, was an emergency counter-measure to the 

Boer 155mm.  This meant that for the first time the British were using heavy guns as 

field artillery. This stop gap was initially supplemented and eventually replaced by 

the 4.5-inch howitzer, although that only had an effective range of 7,000 yards.146 

Both guns arrived on the Western Front in 1914. By the time of the 1915 Spring 

Offensives there were 24 4.7-inch guns and 60 4.5-inch howitzers available to First 

Army.147 

 

It was lessons learnt in South Africa that would change the way of thinking. The 

process started quickly. The primary objective of artillery was extensively reviewed in 
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the inter-war period. It saw the development of more long range weapons, such as 

the 5-inch howitzer, and then its replacement, the 6-inch howitzer, but the debate 

continued as to their value.148 By 1903 the government had facilitated and supported 

the work of the Elgin Commission which made the necessary recommendations for 

re-armament and played a notable part in advising ministers to consider the complex 

demands of garrisoning the Empire and in particular India, the need for home 

defence and the possibility of war in Europe.149 It is clear that there was still some 

disagreement in doctrine, particularly concerning the use of artillery bombardments 

to launch attacks. One author has pointed out that: ‘preliminary bombardments 

retained a prominent place in post [Boer] war doctrine, in spite of the barrage of 

Magersfontein, the largest ever fired (averaging 1, 047 rounds per battery), which 

had wounded 3 men and left the Boer positions undisturbed’.150 This theme was also 

reinforced by observations of the Russo-Japanese war, when Sir George Marshall 

reported to the Elgin Commission that: ‘preliminary bombardments caused little loss 

of life, forewarned the enemy about the point of attack, and wasted ammunition’.151 

Yet the use of a preliminary bombardment was a constant theme of the BEF during 

the First World War. Certainly prior to Festubert, there seemed no other viable 

method to assist infantry in offensive action, once trench warfare had become the 

modus operandi of both sides. It was not until after this battle that the BEF started to 

use diversionary attacks and exploding mines under enemy trenches, along with the 

incorporation of new weapons such as poisonous gas, to assist their infantry attacks 
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Another heavy ordinance piece, developed for the Royal Artillery in these inter-war 

years, was the 60-pound gun. This was considerably relied on in the First World War 

and would be used primarily as a ‘man killer’, with ammunition of heavy gauge 

shrapnel, (although it could fire shells of high explosive, [lyddite], to tackle hard 

targets such as redoubts and bunkers). The design and role of this weapon was a 

direct result of the experience of fighting on the South African veldt.152 There were 

only four to each British division in 1914 and at The Battle of the Aisne, (13 to 28 

September 1914), had proven to be the only weapon in the arsenal of the BEF that 

had the range to counter the German 150mm howitzer.153 However, General Haig 

was only in possession of twenty of these in May 1915.154 An even heavier weapon 

than the 60-pound gun was the ‘formidable’ 9.2-inch howitzer. This was made in ever 

increasing numbers as the war went on, as it was found to be one of the only 

weapons that could destroy enemy redoubts and machine gun emplacements, 

although only ten were available to First Army at the time of the Spring Offensives.155 

Three, large 15-inch naval guns were carriage-mounted and also used by the BEF 

during the time. Due to the long range of these guns it was difficult for the gunners to 

assess their accuracy.156  

 

The heavy guns, (including the reasonably mobile 60 pounders), were organised in 

the Royal Garrison Artillery whereas all lighter guns were grouped in the Royal Field 

Artillery of which the Royal Horse and Field Artillery was a sub-branch. It has been 

argued that between the Boer War and First World War many officers saw a limited 

role for long range fire in the future, which meant that ‘forging links between the two 
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arms proved difficult.’157 Yet the onset of trench warfare brought with it further 

problems for the artillery in relation to the issue of communication between the front 

line and the heavy batteries situated further back, often on a reverse slope well out 

of sight of the infantry. Thus if the gunners could not see their targets then somebody 

else would have to direct fire on their behalf. This led to the increasing use of the 

‘Forward Observation Officer’ [FOO] to observe and direct his artillery from those 

forward positions. The increasing reliance on the telephone to assist with this 

problem brought its own difficulties. The race to procure suitable handsets and cable 

meant that many types used on the Western Front were not included in any of the 

signal companies’ manuals.158 Reports of the time describe how the equipment was 

‘fragile’ and the cables were prone to constant breakages.159 Portable wireless 

technology was not available until after Festubert so it was more common than not 

for the battery commanders to resort to visual aids, such as heliographs and flags or 

‘runners’ to make the necessary communication which was to prove both a slow, 

dangerous and often ineffectual process, particularly in the heat of battle. All these 

issues meant that BEF GHQ never fully understood the value of indirect fire from 

long range and concealed heavy weapons in 1915.160 A partial solution to these 

problems came with the introduction of ‘sectors’ on the Western Front. All heavy and 

garrison artillery would remain static, firing from fixed positions with pre-registered 

targets. This was seen as the best way of supporting whichever troops were holding 

that sector. Since those artillerymen had become familiar with their area there was 

less chance of firing on their own troops.161 What it did not allow for was the forging 
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of continuing and therefore trusting relationships between heavy artillery and 

divisional infantry as the latter continued to move between sectors. 

  

The most common field artillery piece of the BEF was the 18-pound field gun, and a 

smaller version, the 13-pounder for the Royal Horse Artillery. There were to be 276 

of the former and 78 of the latter available to First Army in May 1915. This proved to 

be an effective compromise in terms of mobility, power and range to offer close 

range support for infantry.162 The 18-pounders were a replacement of the less 

powerful and slower firing 15-pounder field guns, which were being offered to the 

newly arriving territorial divisions, however the artillery plan at Festubert lists 84 15-

pounder guns being used for the battle.163 In terms of range and weight of shell the 

18-pound guns were excellent, and compared favourably with field guns then 

deployed by France, Germany and Russia.164 The guns fired shrapnel filled shells at 

high velocity, albeit on a low trajectory. There was a high explosive filled shell which 

was available in small numbers and it was hoped that these shells could be used to 

destroy enemy parapets and strong-points such as machine gun nests, but the 

effectiveness of these shells was to prove disappointing. The 18-pounder had a solid 

pole trail preventing depression of the breech part of the gun.165 A worrying feature 

of this meant that the low flight of the shells had an unnerving effect on BEF troops 

and horses underneath.166 The design of these field guns incorporated a gun-shield 

meaning that operators had some form of protection from bullets and shrapnel, (a 

lesson learnt from the Anglo-Boer War). However, this presented commanders with 

the temptation to place such weapons within the front line of their infantry, firing 
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directly onto the enemy. This would prove disastrous at the stand at Le Cateau (26 

August 1914), when 5th Division became encircled, losing 27 guns and 257 horses. 

Conversely, 3rd Division, alongside, had placed their guns much further back from 

their lines which allowed them to make a successful withdrawal when under threat, 

with no loss of guns).167 

 

Artillery Tactics and Command in 1915 

At the commencement of the First World War the mindset of the artillery commander 

was to supplement the work of the infantry by killing enemy troops. This put the 

British Field gun at a disadvantage when faced with the redoubts, strong points and 

dugouts on the Western Front. Shrapnel was the key to this principle of which has 

been termed by one historian as ‘the British obsession’.168 Artillery training was 

based on tables of fire whereby a battery of six guns firing at four rounds per gun per 

minute would fire 9, 000 shrapnel balls per minute.169 However the ‘killing men’ 

concept was reinforced by Field Service Regulations (FSR), as it stated the overall 

aim of artillery was to: ‘help the infantry to maintain its mobility and offensive 

power’.170 Even shrapnel was recommended to deal with buildings171 and there is no 

reference anywhere for dealing with barbed wire, despite its use both in the war in 

South Africa and the Russo-Japanese War. There was no universal doctrine in the 

use of artillery at the start of the war. Instead, a wide variety of tactical ideas were in 

circulation, with individual officers left to choose between them’.172 It has also been 

stated that the British army was not perplexed or surprised by the prospect of trench 

warfare, based on their experience in the Anglo-Boer War and observations of the 
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Russo-Japanese War, although they were expecting it to be a temporary 

measure.173 One author has put it thus: ‘the emphasis in late 1914 was changing 

from killing or suppressing German infantry to destroying German positions and any 

troops that happened to be inside them.’174 The ‘fire and manoeuvre’ mentality still 

prevailed within the hierarchy of the BEF and therefore hampered those 

commanders that wanted to try new methods. This situation was not helped by what 

was being taught at Army Staff College at Camberley. According to one source, 

J.F.C. Fuller, the man that later helped set up the Tank Corps, who was at Staff 

College in 1914, he scored low marks for submitting a paper on a plan to penetrate 

enemy lines based on artillery. The reason for this was that it: ‘ran counter to the 

prevailing belief in tactics of envelopment’.175 The Staff College Commandant who 

marked down Fuller’s paper was Brigadier General Kiggell, who was later to become 

Haig’s Chief of Staff. It has also been pointed out that within the British Army’s 

General Staff there was no ‘champion’ of artillery.176 It took until after the Battle of 

the Aisne for this mindset to begin to change.177 By 1915, the effect of the heavy 

howitzers and high explosive on the enemy as used by II Corps at Ypres was 

starting to make a deep impression on observers. II Corps War Diary tells us: 

‘perhaps the most unexpected feature of the present war has been the arresting 

power of modern artillery and especially of howitzers and heavy artillery, both in 

terms of material and moral effect’.178 
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The command structure of the BEF’s artillery at Festubert was also unhelpful to 

generals attempting to use their guns in coordinated, all-arms offensive or defensive 

action. There was no central command in First Army for its artillery. There was no 

framework for handling artillery above divisional level, despite the introduction of a 

corps and army level of command in 1914. This meant that in battles of manoeuvre 

artillery were subjected to infantry command. The British Official History gives 

examples in 1914 of when Sir John French himself coordinated fire of five heavy 

batteries firing on the enemy.179 Instead the army at this time, (1914), created the 

role of ‘Artillery Advisors’ (AAs), at different levels of command, all holding the formal 

title of ‘Commander of Royal Artillery’, (CRA). Major General John Du Cane was the 

AA to the BEF’s C-in-C and Major General Freddie Mercer was AA to General Haig 

at First Army HQ. Yet it was the Artillery Advisors at divisional level that were 

responsible for devising and coordinating the artillery fire plans, which continued 

through 1915. The problem was that divisional CRAs had neither the status nor 

authority to be fully involved at the operational level that was required. The CRAs at 

time of operations at Festubert for 2nd, 7th and Meerut Divisions were Brigadier 

Generals W.H. Onslow, J.F.N. (‘Curly’) Birch and R. St. C. Lecky respectively. There 

was also a CRA for No. 1 Group Heavy Artillery Reserve who was Brigadier General 

G. McK. Franks. No commander was appointed for the artillery as a whole. 

Coordination was arranged by the General Staff.180 It has been written of the AAs of 

the period that they ‘were lacking any purpose and tended to be used as spare 

senior staff officers. Even when several divisions were involved in an attack – when 

planning might have been expected – AAs were not involved’.181 This could also 

account for the lack of influence that the artillery ‘specialist’ had on the attack plans 
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of 1915. They would spend most of the time visiting or receiving personal visits from 

battery commanders, particularly those of the 18-pounders, as these were the most 

numerous in the division and were closest to the infantry. Thus the divisional CRA 

spent large amounts of time away from corps or army headquarters. Brigadier 

General Noel ‘Curly’ Birch was prominent in advising General Haig during the Battles 

of Aubers Ridge and Festubert. Birch had little experience of heavy artillery; his 

career to that point had been spent in the Royal Horse Artillery and then as part of 

the general staff of the Cavalry Corps. The BEF had to wait until 1917 and Major 

General H. C. C. Uniacke, who was regarded as a man who truly understood the 

concept of building an artillery plan as the dominating feature of an attack, such as 

that used at Cambrai, (20 November-7 December 1917).  Another officer who was 

seen as a great champion of artillery, H. H. Tudor was still only a Brigadier General 

in 1918. Thus at the Battle of Festubert it is fair to say that in relation to their artillery, 

the BEF was struggling to overcome a number of organisational and doctrinal issues 

order to provide maximum support for the infantry.  Yet, despite this, it will be seen 

that General Haig and First Army were prepared to use their guns in a different way 

to the previous battles of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge and also make changes 

to the command structure, in an attempt to increase the status and influence of the 

AA. 

 

The Artillery of the French and German Armies 

A comparison of the BEF’s artillery with that of the French and German Armies of 

1915 shows that the French were more similarly aligned to British artillery in terms of 

doctrine, whilst the German Army was better equipped for trench warfare. An 

examination of French artillery has demonstrated that by as late as 1913, the French 

were still obsessed with a doctrine of fast moving and fast firing light artillery, based 
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on the philosophy of General Hippolyte Langlois.182 The French army’s regulations of 

1913 ‘emphasised the role of cavalry operating in conjunction with infantry, as an 

advance guard for intelligence and security and where the battle that followed with 

the artillery gaining ascendency and intervening at the decisive point’.183 This 

explains why their army had such large numbers of the much praised 75mm field 

gun. The French Army commenced the First World War with at least 3, 840 75mm 

field guns.184 Batteries of these guns have been described as ‘devastating’ when 

used properly and superior to the German 77mm equivalent.185 The French in 1913 

were still debating the merits of purchasing either 105mm howitzers or 106.7mm 

and/or 120mm guns, and envisaged larger calibre weapons, such as their 155mm 

howitzer, as only suitable for siege warfare.186 It is remarkable therefore that the 

French army had managed to commission and equip itself with so many 155mm 

pieces by the spring of 1915 which numbered at least 308.187 It is these larger pieces 

that were used so well at Artois in 1915, giving their infantry initial advantage over 

the German defenders. 

 

The German army of 1914 had been extremely impressed with French artillery, 

particularly the quick firing 75mm cannon which had provoked an intense debate as 

to its own weapons and tactics. It has been noted that: ‘an intense German effort 

began to completely overhaul (if not re-invent) German field artillery to keep up with 

the French’.188 More emphasis was placed on indirect fire and concealment. German 
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Chief of the General Staff, Helmut von Moltke ‘the Younger’ advocated that field 

artillery should not be visible except during marches.189 The German army had many 

more heavy guns which were developed during the 1890s, in accordance with their 

1892 revision of Artillery Regulations.190 These had been developed anticipating 

assaults on the fortresses along the French eastern border and those in Belgium.191 

Consequently, Germany went to war with hundreds of M-Gerat 42cm and 30.5cm 

Austrian-made Skoda heavy howitzers. This was complemented with large numbers 

of Krupp 7.7cm Feldkanone, which included the new ‘Erhardt’ sliding mechanism to 

absorb recoil, making them accurate and fast loading. (They also had a longer range 

than the French 75). The precise number of 7.7s that were present on the Western 

Front is not known, but one author has been estimated that the German Army was in 

possession of 5, 086 at the start of the war and over 2, 000 guns of heavier 

calibres.192 Krupp had also developed a 15cm howitzer and a 21cm howitzer in 

1910, which had been purchased in large numbers.193 It has been persuasively 

argued that, in relation to artillery, the German army of 1914 was far superior to all of 

its Western enemies’.194 These recent studies of the German army emphasises the 

magnitude of the task facing the armies of the Entente in 1915. The first proper test 

for the BEF, in using its artillery to launch offensive action would come with the 

Spring Offensives of 1915. 
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Chapter 2, part two: the use of artillery at the Battles of Neuve 
Chapelle and Aubers Ridge  
 

‘The success of the offensive depended first and foremost on the capacity of the 
British artillery to break down the German front position and demoralise the defence, 
so as to prepare the way for the assaulting troops’195 (British Official History)  

 
This section of the chapter will examine the use of artillery during the battles 

preceding Festubert: Neuve Chapelle (10-13 March 1915) and Aubers Ridge (9-10 

May 1915). It will outline how a method of bombardment was decided for both 

battles, which was considered to be the most efficient use of the BEF’s artillery 

pieces and to give the attacking infantry the best possible chance of success. When 

the method was repeated at Aubers Ridge it brought disastrous consequences. This 

brought realisation that a new method for artillery was needed for Festubert. This 

section will also discuss the validity of the argument put forward by the British C-in-C 

of the BEF, Sir John French that it was a lack of shells at Aubers Ridge that was the 

cause of the failure. 

 

Artillery at Neuve Chapelle 

In line with supporting the French offensive at Artois, First Army commenced 

offensive action at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle. Studies of this action have 

complimented the BEF in the success of its artillery tactics and the use of the 

hurricane bombardment to commence the attack.196 Prior to the attack all the 

available artillery was surreptitiously brought into concealed positions at night. Then, 

with little pre-registration to alert the enemy, considerable fire was brought to bear on 

the German barbed wire, breastworks and trenches causing some clear paths for the 

advancing infantry. Thirty-five minutes had been calculated as the ideal period for 
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the initial bombardment, based on experiments carried out on mock German 

breastworks, using 18-pounder shells of mainly shrapnel.197 Prior and Wilson, have 

shown that the amount of firepower produced in the initial attack, (340 guns of all 

calibres) amounted to one gun firing at every six linear yards of enemy trench.198 

Although the majority of those guns were the 18-pounders firing mainly shrapnel 

rounds, they were supplemented with experimental high explosive shells. 

 

More recent studies of the planning of Neuve Chapelle, however, have argued that 

the preparation for the battle and particularly those plans relating to artillery was 

decided in a much more arbitrary way than these works have suggested.199 Corps 

Commander, Lieutenant General Sir Henry Rawlinson was tasked by Haig to plan for 

the battle, yet he simply delegated to his Divisional generals, Sir Francis Davies and 

Thompson Capper.200 These were generals of infantry and various drafts of plans 

were put to Haig via Rawlinson. The Army Commander complained in his Diary that 

he requested ‘detailed plans’ which were simply not forthcoming and it took several 

drafts before agreement was reached.201 Entries in Haig’s Diary also complained 

about indecision at another planning conference on 28 February. He said of his 

artillery: ‘none of the artillery commanders seem able to agree as to the amounts of 

ammunition or time required to destroy a length of hostile position as now 

constructed’.202 The First Army Artillery adviser, Major General Mercer was 

advocating a ‘four day bombardment by pockets’. It is known that Haig consulted his 

2nd Division Commander, Major General Horne, who was influential in the 
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development of artillery.203 This was prior to deciding on a final plan and Haig even 

sent Mercer to see battery commanders of 6-inch howitzers in Horne’s Division, 

before deciding upon the 35 minute bombardment option.204 Bidwell and Graham 

sum up the artillery planning at Neuve Chapelle with the comment: ‘in truth no one 

quite knew how long the bombardment should last for no one knew how accurately 

the shells would fall, and the purpose of the bombardment, whether to destroy or 

neutralise the enemy had not been decided’.205 

 

That said there were many positives to come out of the battle. First Army had 

pioneered the use of the RFC to photograph the area beforehand. Although aligning 

the photographs onto maps proved difficult.206 The indirect fire had successfully 

destroyed the barbed wire and the breastworks had been breached in several 

places, some flattened, but this was only where the enemy could be located 

accurately. 207  The short bombardment had given the BEF operational as well as 

tactical surprise, which meant that there were hardly any German reserves in the 

area.208 Many initial objectives had been taken in the centre and right of the 

battlefield, including the village of Neuve Chapelle, which was in the Indian Corp’s 

hands by 9.50 a.m. Also, Rawlinson had managed to arrange for further 

bombardments where the infantry had been held up, such as on 23 Infantry Brigade 

front, to act as a catalyst to renew their attack.209 

 

Another, more subtle lesson became apparent as the battle went on: ‘in the original 

fire-plan eight heavy guns were assigned to counter-battery work, (two batteries of 
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4.7-inch guns), but by the end of the battle only seven out of all the available guns 

were not firing on German guns’.210 A lesson not taken forward was the principle of 

working out an efficient formula of firepower based on a ratio of guns to yards of 

trench being attacked. At Neuve Chapelle this had been primarily based around the 

6-inch howitzers.211 Certainly there was a last-minute effort to obtain as many 6-inch 

howitzers as possible for the attack. Indeed two batteries were moved from the 

newly arrived 46th (North Midland) Division that itself had only just arrived in France 

on 1 March and the division was given the inferior 5-inch version in return.212 On the 

left flank of the attack, where the attacking infantry were held up, the supporting 6-

inch guns had failed to hit their targets, due to the fact that they had only arrived from 

Britain and had no time for any registration.213 However, the principle of making the 

length of front to be attacked proportionate to the heavy artillery available was soon 

abandoned.214 Thus the artillery of the BEF was still very much in a learning phase of 

adaptation to static warfare. They would be tested again only two months later. 

 

Artillery at Aubers Ridge 

In between the attacks at Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge, one divisional general, 

Major General Richard Haking, of 1st Division, had clearly given some serious 

thought to the matter of getting best use of artillery to support his infantry. In April 

1915 he delivered an address to his officers and staff and used a hypothetical 

infantry assault on a stretch of German trenches. Haking must have had insight into 

the C-in-C’s intentions for the BEF’s next operation. At the conclusion of his lecture 

he revealed that the place he had in mind was the Aubers Ridge but stated that he 

                                                      
210 Strong and Marble, Artillery, p. 47 
211 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, typescript, 8 April 1915 
212 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, Order from Lt. Col. Gathorne Hardy, BGGS Second Army, 2 March 1915 
213 Strong and Marble, Artillery, p. 46 
214 Prior and Wilson, Command, p. 84 



 

67 

 

did not have any definite knowledge of an impending attack at that location. A 

typescript copy of his talk exists in the Divisional War Diary. He started with a 

cautious note about the strength of the enemy: 

It has been found by experiment that it requires a great number of guns, and a great 
deal of ammunition both to demoralise the defenders, and still more to destroy his 
wire entanglements. We have plenty of guns and plenty of ammunition but there is 
not enough room behind the lines to place them.215 
 

Haking’s solution for the wire was: ‘two or three batteries have to concentrate their 

fire on one point to break the wire properly, and then they can only break a gap 

nothing like as big as the front taken by the batteries themselves’.216 Haking realised 

that the problem with this was that it would cause infantry to bunch up together at 

those points where the wire was broken, thus providing German troops with an easy 

target. This problem could be overcome, he argued, by a four-stage approach to the 

artillery plan. The first stage was to cut the German wire and to destroy sections of 

the German breastworks and parapet. Also, counter-battery fire would be used to 

suppress the German artillery and hit their fortified positions and communications 

trenches. The second stage would entail ten minutes of intense fire against the 

German first line of defences to demoralise their troops and destroy the defences. 

Haking envisaged that during the third stage the artillery would aim to form a 

protective barrage beyond the first objectives, to break up German reinforcements 

and to fire upon the next set of objectives. Finally, there would be a further 

lengthening of the barrage onto the final objectives. He summed up with: 

The effect of our bombardment is to make the enemy take cover in his dug-outs and 
behind his parapets; during this bombardment there is no-one shooting from his 
breastworks.217  
 

What Haking was describing was not the destruction of the enemy, but neutralising 

them for as long as it took for the British infantry to leave their own lines, overcome 
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the barbed wire and then advance across No-Man’s-Land to within a short distance 

of the German breastworks. At the same time he advocated that the artillery then 

shifted targets in order for the infantry to get up to the German positions before they 

could open fire. This was an excellent plan and is similar to a formula adopted by the 

BEF in the latter years of the war. As will be shown in the next section of this chapter 

the BEF’s artillery commanders did not have the guns, the ammunition or the skill-set 

to be able to effectively operate according to Haking’s ideas. The artillery plan for the 

Battle of Aubers Ridge was nothing like as sophisticated as Haking would have liked, 

and therefore another report he submitted following the Aubers Ridge attack may 

have been instrumental in changing the artillery plan at Festubert. 

 

Unfortunately for the BEF the two-month gap between operations had the given the 

German Army enough time to strengthen their positions in the area. In what the 

Official Historian described as ‘counter measures,’ and noted that: ‘the Germans had 

learnt their lesson’ and ‘began increasing their trench garrison opposite the First 

Army from two to three divisions and devoted a prodigious amount of energy to 

strengthening their positions in every possible way’.218 Edmonds went on to state: 

‘the problem of breaking through the enemy position had therefore become a very 

different proposition to that which had confronted the First Army at Neuve 

Chapelle’.219 

 

None the less, the British generals formulated an artillery plan for the battle (9 to 10 

May 1915), based on a short bombardment of 40 minutes. There is much optimism 

to be found in the planning of the attack which was clearly based on the experiences 

of Neuve Chapelle. For example, in April, one of the Garrison Artillery diaries tells us: 
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‘It seems desirable to consider further how the maximum results may be secured 

with the minimum of loss and expenditure of ammunition’.220 There was more 

inventive use of the RFC. Each British Corps had been assigned its own RFC 

squadron for air observation, following the formation of two new wings (3rd and 5th), 

in March and April. It was now possible to photograph two or three miles of front-line 

enemy trenches in sharp detail from a height of 16, 000 feet and a crew from 16 

Squadron were able to accurately record new German positions.221 Another idea that 

came from Neuve Chapelle was an attempt to provide the attacking infantry with 

more mobile artillery support for dealing with various strong points as they came 

across them. So-called “infantry artillery” consisting of trench mortars and 3-pound 

Hotchkiss ‘Mountain Guns’ of the Royal Artillery, which were mounted on lorries, was 

to be on hand close to the front line.222 

 

The plan was to assault the battlefield by two simultaneous attacks north and south, 

with a six thousand yard gap in between. After the initial assault commenced the 

plan allowed for the two formations of attacking troops to converge on each other in 

order to seize the whole width of enemy front between them. The intention was to 

create: ‘a line of advance where the flanks of the attacking forces will be as little as 

possible open to attack or to enfilade fire from the enemy’s artillery’.223 However, the 

effect of widening of the battlefield caused the fire-power of the artillery to be more 

diluted than at Neuve Chapelle and the planning and preparations to be more 

complicated. This was the first attempt by the BEF to solve the problem of how to 

coordinate the artillery and infantry by subordinating the infantry to an artillery 
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timetable. The plan was for the infantry, in their initial assault, to: ‘regulate their 

advance by the fire plan’.224 The British Official History explains that the aim was to 

have certain specified artillery brigades in each division in readiness to advance at 

short notice and there were even pre-constructed bridges in readiness to assist with 

getting their guns forward.225 This was a lesson taken from Neuve Chapelle. As 

explained in the previous section, the problem was that the BEF did not have a 

reliable system of communication with the infantry commanders to work out when 

the optimum time would be in moving the artillery. Without reliable telephone or 

wireless technology, the time taken to relay messages from the front line to divisional 

HQs could not keep pace with events. There was also a great deal of trust placed on 

local infantry commanders. Following the initial assault, the attacking divisions were 

expected to press forward as rapidly as possible from the Aubers Ridge toward the 

Haute-Deule canal, a distance of six miles. This was despite many regimental 

officers requesting a limited objective with ‘systematic exploration’ of the German 

lines.226 

 

In the time between the planning in April and the attack in May, First Army was 

sending out night patrols to gather intelligence about the German lines to be 

attacked. Accordingly, notes were gathered about German improvements in the line, 

such as the strengthening of second line defences, the building of redoubts, new 

wire etc. The Intelligence Diary within First Army files reveals that, on average, on 

two days in every three during the six weeks before the attack there is mention of 

some sort of improvement to the defences.227 This information does not seem to 
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have been fed back to GHQ, or if it was it was ignored. There appears little response 

to this changing picture in terms of modifications to the attack plan. 

 

The attack was a failure, described in the British Official History as ‘a serious 

disappointment’ and cost the BEF a casualty list of over 11,600 officers and men 

killed.228 A more modern study has summed up the reason for failure: 

in general, the bombardment had failed to subdue the German frontline machine 
guns, which exacted a heavy toll on the follow up battalions. To their fire was added 
that of many of the machine-gun strong points behind the German front which the 
bombardment had even failed to locate.229 

 

Consequently, many of the attackers failed to reach even their objectives, let alone 

take them. The complicated plan of getting the infantry to change direction at various 

points also proved unworkable.230 

 

Aubers Ridge and the Shell Crisis 

Contemporary theories for failure at Aubers Ridge related to the BEF’s artillery. 

Chapter 1 of this thesis discussed the political context to these events and what 

became known as the so-called Shell Crisis or Munitions Scandal. The view of Sir 

John French was that some of the blame lay with the failure of Asquith’s government 

and in particular Kitchener at the War Office, in failing to keep the BEF supplied with 

a sufficient quantity of artillery ammunition to support the attack. Yet it is known that 

Colonel Repington had already reported about BEF’s lack of shells and heavy guns 

in March 1915, after the action at Neuve Chapelle, and therefore the matter should 

not have come as such a surprise,231 particularly as Kitchener had informed the 

House of Lords on 15 March of his ‘very serious anxiety’ about the lack of war 
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materials.232 The argument put forward by Prior and Wilson is that the preceding 

barrage at the Battle of Aubers Ridge, used to support the infantry in their attack, 

‘possessed only a fifth of the intensity of that employed at Neuve Chapelle’.233 This 

then reinforces the Shell Crisis argument in support of the Commander in Chief. The 

figures shown below will dispute Prior and Wilson’s assertion. 

 

As the Battle of Festubert was to begin only six days after the Battle of Aubers Ridge 

it is necessary to examine the stocks of ammunition that was available to First Army 

at that time. There is evidence to show that Aubers Ridge did not necessarily occur 

at the nadir of the BEF’s shell stocks. For example, it is known that during the 

Second Battle of Ypres one Canadian battery of field guns managed to fire over 12, 

000 rounds on 22-23 April.234 In reality, the amount of shells requested for Gallipoli, 

(2, 000 rounds of 4.5-inch howitzer ammunition and 20, 000 18-pounder shells), 

which caused Sir John French so much anxiety, was only a minor set-back. The 

number of shells used at Festubert will confirm this, the only issue being that the 

replacement stocks of 4.5-inch howitzer ammunition did not arrive in time for a 

planned bombardment on 18 May.235 These figures would also explain why, in April 

1915, Sir John had informed Lord Kitchener that he had sufficient stocks of 

ammunition for his ‘next forward movement’, thus assuring Prime Minister Asquith.236 

The amount of ammunition expended during the BEF’s Spring offensives was 

carefully catalogued in tables that are available in First Army files.237 A summary of 

the tables is shown below and concentrates on the main artillery pieces used at 

Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Festubert. The crux of Prior and Wilson’s 
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argument is based on the much wider front being attacked at Aubers Ridge than that 

at Neuve Chapelle and the fact that the heavier calibre shells were directed at 

reinforcements behind the German front line trenches as opposed to the front lines 

themselves. They also point out that the Germans at Aubers Ridge had a three line 

trench arrangement, not a single line of trenches as at Neuve Chapelle.238 However, 

the tables in First Army files refute Prior and Wilson’s claim, particularly the notion of 

there being a ‘crisis’ in terms of lack of ammunition.239 The only calibre of gun that 

was fewer in number at Aubers Ridge was the 18-pounder field gun: 276 at Aubers 

Ridge as opposed to 324 at Neuve Chapelle. All other calibres of gun were greater in 

number and the numbers of shell fired by each gun on the day of battle was greater, 

some considerably more. For example the 60-pound field guns fired 105 rounds per 

gun as opposed to the 43 rounds fired at Neuve Chapelle; that amounts to 1, 680 

shells fired in forty minutes. Only the 6-inch howitzers fired slightly less rounds per 

gun. Also the same charts give records of shells per yardage of enemy front being 

attacked. The figures for Aubers Ridge are all greater than those at Neuve Chapelle. 

A final table shows the number of shells expended per 3, 000 yards of front line 

engaged, to a depth of 1, 000 yards. When one considers the groups listed: Field 

Guns, Field Howitzers, Counter Batteries, 6-inch howitzers and Heavy Howitzers, the 

figures are higher for the single day of Aubers Ridge than the first day of Neuve 

Chapelle, except for counter battery firing. In relation to the shells of the heaviest 

calibre, the figure is roughly three times the amount that was expended at Neuve 

Chapelle. 

 

                                                      
238 Prior and Wilson, Command, pp. 84-86 
239 See table below 
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A report in First Army files also confirms that more shells were fired at Aubers Ridge 

and offers its own analysis of why the attack failed: 

For the attacks of May 9th which failed, a greater amount of ammunition was 
available than was used at Neuve Chapelle. These attacks failed not because there 
was not sufficient ammunition, but because the methods employed were not correct. 
The method which had been so successful at Neuve Chapelle was repeated on May 
9th but the effect produced by the artillery was small because in the interval the 
enemy had strengthened his trenches greatly and because the artillery fire in the 
second case was not so accurate as in the first.240 

 

This all gives credence to the argument that the Commander-in-Chief manufactured 

this press story out of his frustration with lack of success and to deflect any blame 

that could be attributed to him. 

 

The only area where Prior and Wilson’s argument hold up is when the entire three 

day campaign at Neuve Chapelle is examined, when it emerges that roughly twice 

the volume of shells were fired over that time than during the single day of Aubers 

Ridge, (9 May). It appears that once the stocks of shells set aside for Aubers Ridge 
                                                      
240 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, Report: ‘The Offensive under Present Conditions’, author unknown, dated 15 June 1915 

               The BEF   -   Guns and Ammunition used d uuring1915    Spring       Offensives   -   (Summary based on a selection of  
                artillery pieces)   

Number of Guns by size/calibre 
  

present 
  

Neuve Chapelle   
10 March 

       
Aubers Ridge 

  
9 May 

  
Festubert 

  
15 - 25 May 

  
      

18 pr. 
  324 

  276 
  276 

        
4.5 “ how. 

  54 
  54 

  54 
        

60  pr. gun  
  12 

  16 
  16 

        
6” how 

  
9.2 how 

  
28 

  
4 

  
36 

  
9 

  
36 

  
9 

  
      

15” how.                                                                     1 
  2 

  2 
        

              
Number of shells fired 

  
per gun per day (s) 

  
Neuve Chapelle  

  
10 March 

  
Aubers Ridge 

  
9 May 

  
Festubert  

  
13 - 15 May 

  
Festubert  

  
16 May 

  
Festubert 

  
16 - 18 May 

  
Festubert 

  
Total (13 - 18  
May) 

  
18 pr. 

  132 
  160 

  30 
  77 

  50 
  153 

  
4.5 “ how. 

  112 
  128 

  25 
  62 

  3 8 
  12 5 

  
60  pr. gun  

  
6” how 

  
9.2” how 

  
15” how 

  

43 
  

120 
  

60 
  

12 
  

105 
  

104 
  

68 
  

55 
  

23 
  

26 
  

18 
  

3 
  

98 
  

84 
  

44 
  

5 
  

73 
  

48 
  

36 
  

4 
  

194 
  

158 
  

98 
  

12 
  
  

Number of shells fired 
  

per yardage of trench (3,000 yards  
  

to a depth of 1,000 yards) 
  

Neuve Chapelle  
  

10 March 
  

Aubers Ridge 
  

9 May 
  

Festubert  
  

16  May 
  

      

18 pr. 
                14 

                     14.7 
                       7.2 

        
4.5  “ how. 

                2                      2.3  
                       1.1 

        
60  pr. gun  

  
6” how 

  
9.2” how 

  
15” how 

  

              .17 
  

              1              
  

              .08 
  

              .004 
  

                   .55 
  

                   1.2 
  

                   .2   
                   .018 

  
  

                     .52 
  

                     1   
                     .13 

  
                   .003 

  

      

Source: TNA WO 158/259 ‘Analysis of First Army Expenditure During Offensive Operations Comprising Neuve Chapelle, Festubert,  Loos’ 
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were exhausted then there was little left to support troops following the attack. This 

view is supported by Chief of Staff of the BEF, William Robertson, in correspondence 

to the Director of Military Operations and Intelligence at the War Office who stated: 

‘We know that we can break the front line because we have already done it on two 

occasions but then we have had to stop for want of ammunition!’241 IV Corps 

Commander Rawlinson had an alternative view. He wrote the following to a journalist 

friend on 25 May: ‘the attack on the 9th failed not because we did not have enough 

H.E shells, it was because we did not have enough guns’. Rawlinson even 

suggested that blaming the high number of casualties on insufficient high explosive 

was: ‘a gross libel to all those at home’. 242 

 

A stronger argument for the failure at Aubers Ridge is that the performance of both 

guns and ammunition that were used was poor. A particular problem was the 4.7-

inch gun. The Official History notes that ‘a quantity of shell, including 4.7-inch 

employed for counter battery work, was falling short of the enemy defences. This 

being due to wear and tear of the gun barrels and to faulty ammunition and could not 

be remedied.’243 The result of this was that some of the attacking men of 24th 

Infantry Brigade were hit by friendly fire. There are also complaints from the brigade 

that 18-pounder rounds designated for cutting barbed wire in No Man’s Land were 

falling short and ‘showering the men with shrapnel’.244 In post-war correspondence 

with Edmonds, Haig quotes ‘faulty howitzer shells’ and also complained about faulty 

shells for his French 75 mm cannons, (on loan), having ‘too thin walls’, causing them 

                                                      
241 Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, Kings College London, [LHCMA], Robertson Papers, Robertson to Callwell, 31 May 
1915 
242 TNA, PRO 30/57/51, (microfiche), Kitchener Papers, Correspondence: Rawlinson to Fitzgerald, 24 May 1915 
243 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 33 
244 Prior and Wilson, Command, p. 89 
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to explode in the barrels.245 There was certainly optimism in First Army command 

that use of an HE shell in the 18-pounder field gun could somehow make up for the 

lack of heavy howitzers. Haig was to continue to be optimistic about 18-pounder but 

would never again base a whole battle on it.246 The high explosive shell of the 18-

pounder, contained only 13 ounces of explosive material and lacked a reliable fuse 

to detonate it in 1915.247 This had been noticed by troops of the Indian Corps when 

the shells had done little damage to enemy parapets.248 It was certainly true that 

many of the British shells fired at Aubers Ridge failed to detonate their charge and 

were therefore labelled at the time as ‘duds’. This was due to poor production 

methods and lack of quality control. Indeed, one post war report refers to the 

Germans finding such shells as having been filled with sawdust instead of 

explosive.249 The BEF had to wait until late 1916 for the arrival of the ‘Type 106’ fuse 

which ensured a truly reliable detonation for their shells. 

 

What happened at Aubers Ridge supports the idea that the British Army was let 

down by its own equipment. Essentially there was not enough artillery and some of 

what they had was obsolete and practically useless. When compared to the 

successes the French Army were experiencing with their artillery at Artois, 

particularly with the use of their larger calibre howitzers, it was clear there was a 

huge disparity between the number of guns available to both armies and this was 

linked to their success. This was apparent to persons without military experience. 

                                                      
245 TNA, CAB 44/21, Correspondence with the Official Historian, the Battle of Festubert 1915, May 16-27; Second Phase and 
Close of Operations. 
246 Marble, British Artillery, p. 81 
247 Fraser, ‘The British “Shells Scandal”’, p. 71, Keegan, J., The Face of Battle: A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo and The 
Somme, (London: Penguin, 1986 [1976]), p. 238. Keegan also points about the lack of effectiveness of the 18-pound shell 
during the preliminary bombardment to the Battle of the Somme in 1916, when approximately a million shells of which were 
fired, nearly all of which contained shrapnel, about which he stated: ‘could do little damage to earthworks… and only a little 
more to the wire’. 
248 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army War Diary, Item 44, Indian Corps post-action report, G210/1  
249 Wynne, Capt. G. C., If Germany Attacks: The Battle in Depth in the West, Reprint, (Brighton: Tom Donovan Limited Edition, 
2008), p. 26 (some versions omit this reference). A theory is that these shells were manufactured in the U.S. by workers being 
paid at ‘piece rates’ in an environment with little attention paid to quality control. 
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Lord Esher was visiting the Western Front at the time in his capacity as trusted 

government observer without portfolio. Following visits to both the British First Army 

and French Army sectors he remarked about the ‘envy’ Sir John should feel in 

relation to the ‘8 ,000 guns’ available to Generals Foch and D’Urbal.250 The Official 

History gives little acknowledgement to the French Army who had been 

supplementing the BEF with both guns and ammunition since November 1914,251 

other than mentioning that there were 24 ‘Belgian’ 75mm guns in the arsenal of First 

Army available on 9 May.252 

 

What was absolutely clear to Sir John French was that the same situation could not 

be repeated at Festubert. As will be shown, Sir John was under intense pressure 

from General Joffre to attack again in the same area a few days later. The BEF were 

saddled with the twin problems too few guns and a limited amount of ammunition. It 

had tried a short preliminary barrage, which had initially worked at Neuve Chapelle 

but then proved inadequate at Aubers Ridge. Given the fact there was certainly no 

prospect of more guns arriving in the meantime and a limited re-supply of shells, the 

BEF had to make the best use of what they had. The table above shows that exactly 

the same number of artillery pieces in use at Aubers Ridge was again used at 

Festubert. A new method had to be found to get best use from the guns and 

ammunition available and counteract against some of the technical problems 

recently discovered. As will be shown, it is unlikely that a simple increase in the 

numbers of shells for the number and type of guns available, would have improved 

the chance of success. 

                                                      
250 CAC, ESHR 2/14, The Papers of Lord and Lady Esher, Journal, 9 May 1915 
251 TNA, WO 95/259, ‘Analysis of Ammunition expended at Neuve Chapelle 10th - 12th March, Festubert 16th -18th May, Loos 
21st-27th September 1915’ contains a letter from Lt. Col. De la Panouse at the French War Office, 6 Nov. 1914 which promised 
the immediate supply of ‘300 cannons’ and 200 rounds for each with the prospect of 60,000 rounds to follow.  
252 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 9 
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Chapter 2, part three: the change of artillery method at Festubert 
and its legacy  
 

‘He [General Haig] now proposed to follow the French method of a long methodical 
bombardment of the German defences by heavy artillery, chiefly 9.2-inch, 6-inch and 
5-inch howitzers, in an attempt to ensure destruction of the enemy’s wire and the 
demolition of the machine gun emplacements and strong points before the infantry 
was sent forward’ 253  (British Official History)  

 

This section examines some of the contributory factors that brought about the BEF’s 

change of method for its artillery at Festubert, particularly in relation to some of the 

liaison work that went on behind the scenes. It will examine the number of guns and 

quantities of shell used at during various phases of the attack. Finally, it will make 

some evaluation as to any operational success the new method delivered and what 

lessons it taught the BEF for later operations. 

 

The British Official History records that Joffre and Foch continued to put very strong 

pressure on Sir John French to attack again in the same area, whilst the French 

army renewed its attempt to thrust forward in the Artois area. Joffre’s overall strategy 

for 1915 is further discussed in Chapter 6. The French needed the Germans 

distracted and their flank protected in the Douai plain.254 In less than a week after the 

Battle of Aubers Ridge was closed down, First Army would again be required to 

launch an offensive, this time at Festubert. It was known that at this time the French 

army was employing different tactics and enjoying success from more methodical 

methods with their artillery. During the initial phases of Second Battle of Artois, (9 

May to 18 June 1915), and as already noted above on page 22, French Moroccan 

troops made a 4½ kilometre advance in 30 minutes, almost capturing one of their 

key objectives, the Vimy Ridge. The French artillery commenced the attack applying 

a sustained bombardment from their heavy 155mm howitzers for a two day period. 

                                                      
253 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, typescript, 9 May 1915 
254 Edmonds, Official History Vol. IV, p. 45  
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This targeted German artillery and strong points and was then followed by rapid fire 

at the enemy front line and barbed wire from their 75mm field guns. The ensuing 

infantry were lightly equipped and had been trained to move forward at pace, indeed 

an argument has been put forward that they were the first form of ‘storm troopers’ 

and these methods were copied by the German army in 1918. 255  

 

The Change of Artillery Method 

At Festubert the British Army now changed its methods to the adoption of a longer 

and more methodical pre-attack bombardment, as used by the French Army at 

Artois. The French success with this method must have been apparent to the British 

generals, as they were fighting on their flank at the same time as their own attack at 

Aubers Ridge, yet there is little acknowledgement of this. The quotation above is 

how the change is recorded in the British Official History. There is no rationale given. 

Similarly, Haig simply reports in his Diary: ‘The conclusions I arrived at … [a] long 

methodical bombardment will be required’.256 The origins for this change of mindset 

can be deduced from two sources. It is clear that the BEF were starting to enjoy the 

fruits of better liaison between GHQ and French Army headquarters (GQG) and this 

would have assisted with the sharing of ideas. At the same time the BEF were 

reviewing their own tactical methods and there were a number of reports circulating 

amongst the BEF’s general staff about the use of artillery. With regard to the former, 

it is clear from recent studies of the French Army that General Foch and Sir John’s 

principal liaison officer, Lieutenant General Sir Henry Wilson were starting to enjoy a 

                                                      
255 Krause, J., Early French Tactics in the French Army: The Second Battle of Artois, May-June 1915, (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2014) 
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good working relationship, albeit at a more strategic level.257 Major (George) Sidney 

Clive was head of the British mission at GQG. His diary reveals that Haig had 

changed his ideas for his artillery by 11 May. He stated: ‘apparently Haig has 

changed, and is going to bring 7th Div. behind 1st Corps, and attack at the original 

place after a long bombardment’.258 

 

Another cog in this wheel of change was the work of Edward Spiers, a Lieutenant of 

the 8th Royal Irish Hussars and another liaison officer, who worked with General 

Victor D’Urbal, commander of the French Tenth Army. Spiers was more involved at 

an operational level, based at D’Urbal’s HQ at Saint Pol-sur-Ternoise, near Bethune 

and not far from British First Army HQ at Merville. It was D’Urbal’s Tenth Army that 

was taking part in offensive action at Artois. Spiers offered some insight into the 

rational of the BEF’s senior commanders at this time and compared it to that of the 

French. His tiny, hand-written journal reveals that he was most impressed with the 

French Army, having been taken to view the ensuing battle of Artois in May 1915.259 

The Diary reveals that Spiers regularly attended formal meetings and evening 

dinners with various British generals and hosted a visit from Winston Churchill. He 

would later attain the rank of Major General.260 He often reported ‘taking a letter from 

D’Urbal to General Haig’ and back again.261 In his Diary various tactics are 

discussed. His entry of 9 May is surprising to read, in relation to the mind-set of the 

BEF’s Commander-in Chief, Sir John French. Spiers had spent the day observing 

some of the attacks at Aubers Ridge of which he reported: ‘disappointing, looks like 

insufficient art. prep.’. He then went on to say: ‘the C. in C. told me the other day a 

                                                      
257 Greenhalgh, E., Foch in Command: The Forging of a First World War General, (Cambridge: Cambridge Military Histories), 
pp. 108-111 
258 LHCMA, The Papers of Lt. Gen. Sir (George) Sidney Clive, Diary ii/i, 11 May 1915. 
259 CAC, Papers of Sir Edward Spears, Journal SPRS 5/8. Spears name was spelt ‘Spiers’ at this time. He changed it in the 
post-war period. 
260 Egremont, M. Under Two Flags: The Life of General Sir Edward Spears, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1997) 
261 CAC, Spears Papers, SPRS 5/8 
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long artil. prep only gives the show away!’ This entry shows that the idea for the 

change of method could not have come from Sir John French, or his adviser at GHQ 

(Major General Du Cane). On 12 May Spiers wrote: ‘Pity the whole force is not under 

one command so that ours could be sent down to see where a hole is made. I wish 

they would send someone down to meet with D’Urbal’.262 The comment about the 

view of the ‘C. in C.’ in relation to artillery demonstrates that there was a clear 

disparity in the tactical approach to the forthcoming attack between Sir John French 

and his First Army commander. Spiers further reflected on his experiences at St. Pol 

in his one of his autobiographical volumes, in which he discussed the relationship 

between D’Urbal and General Haig. He blamed their poor relationship as having an 

adverse affect on joint operations of 1915. He stated: 

D’Urbal became so exasperated at what he considered Sir Douglas’s off hand 
methods in dealing with him, violating his Olympian reserve and his principles, he 
complained to me, a junior officer, of the scant courtesy which he declared the British 
General had shown him. What I found so trying was that I was convinced these 
occasional strains, which reacted so badly on the operations in hand, would have 
never arisen, or at least have been greatly lessened had the two Commanders 
known each other better, had they for instance entertained each other occasionally at 
dinner. I cannot recollect their ever having done so.263 
 

It is not expressly clear but it is possible that this liaison work conducted by Wilson, 

Clive and Spiers finally influenced Haig to adopt French artillery methods in the 

intervening five days.  

 

I Corps’ War Diary contains a report from Major General Haking, which can be 

deduced as the final deciding factor in a change of method. Haking had been 

observing his 1st Division attack at Aubers Ridge, where he had: ‘a good view of the 

whole front to be attacked, and a great deal of ground behind the enemy’s 

                                                      
262 CAC, Spears Papers, SPRS 5/8 
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breastworks, which were about 600 yards in front’.264 Haking produced analysis from 

his observations in an attempt to pass on learning for future attacks. His report 

demonstrates the difficulties of trying to modify an artillery plan once a battle has 

commenced. It was clear to Haking that the short bombardment had not achieved its 

objectives and his infantry had suffered badly as a result. For example, he stated: ‘I 

attribute the failure to hostile machine gun fire from low loopholes at the foot of the 

parapet, and the small effect of H.E. shell on the soft ground. The wire cutting also 

was not effective’.265 Haking went on to report that at 6 a.m. he ordered the artillery 

to re-commence a further bombardment with the aim of further cutting the wire, but 

he reported that: ‘the dust caused by the shells near the enemy’s trenches was so 

thick from the first, that accurate wire cutting was rendered very difficult’.266 He was 

then met with another problem. He stated: ‘I thought that if the wire was deliberately 

cut, and more of the enemy’s machine guns knocked out, I would assault again 

putting zero at 12 o’clock. At 10:40 a.m. I got a wire from the General Officer 

commanding 2nd Infantry Brigade saying that they could not cut the wire… because 

the men are lying too close’.267 

 

In Haking’s analysis, we are offered his endorsement of much longer, methodical 

bombardment to launch future attacks. For example:  

This deliberate wire cutting mitigates against surprise, and the enemy is given time to 
man his trenches and bring up his supports and reserves. In the present type of war, 
this, however, does not appear to be a great disadvantage to us. If his trenches are 
full of men they afford a better target.268 
 

                                                      
264 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, ‘Report on the attack of the 1st Division from the Rue Du Bois on 9th May 1915’, dated 
15 May 1915 
265 Ibid. No mention is made of this report in his most recent biography: Senior M., Haking A Dutiful Soldier: Lt General Richard 
Haking, XI Corps Commander 1915-18, A Study in Corps Command, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2012), pp. 35-36 
266 TNA, WO 95/591, ‘Report on the attack of the 1st Division’ 
267 Ibid 
268 Ibid 
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 And further: ‘Much more time is required for adequate preparation and deliberate 

bombardment, particularly against breastworks’.269 Haking had also observed the 

German change in methods to that of strength in depth, which further supported his 

argument for a deliberate bombardment. He stated: 

One difficulty we had to contend with was the necessity, in most parts of the line, for 
bombarding the lines of hostile breastworks one close behind the other, with wire in 
between, this really amounted to bombarding nearly double the front on which we 

were attacking, which of course reduced the effect of the bombardment.270 
 
This also argues against the theory of the BEF adopting an ideal formula of the 

number of guns to be used against the linear yardage of lines being attacked, as it 

does not allow for the factor of ‘strength in depth’. This was an attractive argument, 

particularly as the Indian Corps, following Aubers Ridge, had submitted its own 

report of eight pages as to what was believed to be required for a further attempt to 

take the ridge. It specified that for the length of parapet that needed to be destroyed 

the designated artillery would need at least 1, 200 rounds of 6-inch howitzer 

ammunition correctly placed for the first line and a further 720 rounds at least for the 

second line, estimates which were far beyond what would be available for First Army 

for the rest of 1915.271 All this analysis demonstrates that the BEF was feeling its 

way forward, in terms of their use of their artillery, as opposed to trying to come up 

with an ideal method.  

 

First Army’s Artillery Plan 

First Army’s conceptual plan of the Festubert attack commenced at Indian Corps 

HQ, at 7 p.m. on 9 May when the decision to renew the Aubers Ridge offensive was 

announced. There were two ideas to renew the offensive: a night assault without a 
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bombardment, or the option of another daytime attack following a short artillery 

bombardment. The second option was decided upon, but never actually carried out. 

This was because the newly arrived 7th Division, that had been earmarked for the 

attack required time for acclimatisation with the area.272 The attack was further 

delayed to allow 47th (London) Division to move into the area. The planning of 

Festubert then resumed. More preliminary meetings for I Corps commanders were 

held at First Army HQ on 10 and 11 May, and then on the following day Sir John 

French wrote to Haig authorising the attacks to take place. There is an air of 

cautiousness expressed by French in relation to Haig’s change of artillery methods. 

He wrote: 

The enemy should never be given a complete rest either by day or night and 
relentlessly worn down by exhaustion and loss until his defence collapses. As the 
element of surprise will be lost (owing to the length of the artillery preparation) it is 

probable that your [First Army’s] progress will not be rapid.273 
  

The artillery plan was finalised at a separate meeting of 12 May for divisional and 

artillery commanders. The plan was reliant on the arrival of more heavy guns and 

four more 9.2-inch howitzers were requisitioned from Second Army at Ypres to 

supplement 1st and 2nd Heavy Artillery Groups. The plan was that the artillery action 

followed a ‘definite programme.’274 Divisional artillery was to carry out three 

bombardments of the German defences, each of two hours duration, at a slow rate, 

with careful observation of fire. The 6-inch siege howitzer batteries were specially 

detailed for the destruction of the enemy parapet and were each allotted 250 yards 

of front; whilst the 4.5-inch howitzers were to bombard the support and 

communication trenches and certain important salients. This left the divisional field 
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artillery to concentrate on the wire entanglements with slow observed fire.275 The 

plan also allowed for the artillery to support the attacking infantry by moving the 

barrage forward from the enemy’s front lines to positions at the rear: ‘the deliberate 

bombardment will continue up to the time of the assault and then lift clear of the 

actual portion of the line’.276 This method would be later referred to as a ‘lifting 

barrage’ and a forerunner to the ‘creeping barrage’, where attacking troops would 

follow behind a line of exploding shells that slowly moved forward. It has previously 

been suggested that this technique was first used by British 6th Division on 16 June 

1915, in action at Hooge near Ypres, thus it is another tactical piece of innovation at 

Festubert which has been ignored.277 

 

It is noticeable that the BEF were not making counter-battery work a priority as this 

work was considered of ‘doubtful value’.278 This was to prove a mistake. When the 

reports of the two Heavy Artillery Groups are examined, it becomes apparent that the 

Germans were firing back with equal ferocity. No. 2 HAG reported that on 15 May: 

‘11 a.m. Rue de Petillon being heavily shelled’ and later, between 2.25 p.m. and 3.05 

p.m.: ‘all howitzers turned onto various enemy howitzer positions as Rue de Petillon 

being heavily shelled by 5.9 howitzers’.279 Several 6-inch howitzers were allocated 

various lengths of enemy communication trenches in an effort to disrupt the chances 

of re-enforcement. This was a very challenging request as it was probably beyond 

the accuracy and capability of the BEF artillery of the period.280 What was also 

concerning was that: ‘No commander was appointed for the artillery as a whole’.281 
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86 

 

These plans demonstrate that, at this time, the role of artillery was simply to offer 

support to the infantry and not a force in its own right. This was to prove a significant 

weakness. 

 

The Divisional History of one of the supporting formations, the 47th Division, 

provides good information about other preparations that were taking place for the 

forthcoming action. It notes that on 13 May ‘a French artillery group of 75’s had been 

lent to I Corps’ and ‘our artillery munitions were so short that we had to get the 

support of the French artillery, who lent us two heavy batteries and the 75’s of 

French 58th Division’.282 The 47th Divisional History also demonstrates the 

experience the BEF had gained in relation to concealment of heavy weapons.  

in the Brenay sector Lieut. Col. E. H. Eley most successfully concealed the 22nd 
Battery in the railway cutting south-east of Les Brebis, each 5-in. howitzer placed 
between some abandoned railway trucks, and the intervals covered with tarpaulins, 
so that no break showed from the air.283  

 

Other difficulties experienced by the BEF at this time were in relation to the logistics 

of moving large numbers of men and equipment, without the light railways that were 

to be introduced later on in the war. For example, First Army documents contain a 

‘Movement Order’ for two of the 9.2-inch howitzers requisitioned for Festubert. The 

order states that, as well as needing eight officers, one interpreter and 181 other 

ranks, the guns required 650 gallons of petrol a day for their movement.284 Thus it 

was not an easy task to get the men and equipment and the necessary ammunition 

in place to undertake the action. For example, the preparations for Neuve Chapelle 

had required an extra fifty-two-wagon ammunition train to be ready for the battle, 

which left only seven trains empty to move infantry troops.285 This is another reason 
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why the heavy artillery groups, [HAG’s] became the responsibility of corps 

commanders and remained in static in corps ‘sectors’ on the Western Front, whilst 

infantry divisions with their own field artillery were able to be moved from sector to 

sector more easily. The original plans referred to RFC aircraft, fitted with wireless 

equipment to ‘assist the indirect fire of the heavy artillery with their registration and 

by general reconnaissance’.286 However, bad weather badly hampered the RFC’s 

assistance before and during the battle.287 

 

On paper the BEF appeared to have a reasonable artillery plan. The result of the two 

day bombardment was then discussed on 14 May and from what they could observe, 

Horne commanding 2nd Division and Gough commanding 7th Division ‘were 

satisfied’.288 Gough made some suggestions to the plan which were adopted. 7th 

Division also had its own artillery plan. Instead of the long, methodical bombardment 

that would be used on the 2nd Division front, it was decided to revert to a shorter, 

more ferocious ‘hurricane bombardment,’ which made the most of the narrower front 

being attacked, (1,600 yards in total).289 Instructions for this method are found in 

First Army’s General Staff Notes in which Brigadier General General Staff (BGGS) 

Richard Butler wrote: ‘In the case of the attack by 7th Division, the assault will be 

preceded by a short intensive bombardment’.290 This switch of tactic was due to the 

fact that the divisional artillery would have had little time to familiarise themselves 

with the ground to be attacked and also that there was now a shortage of 

ammunition which would become more prevalent as the battle went on. The division 

had a reasonable amount of artillery at its disposal which included: No. 1 Group 
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H.A.R. (heavy artillery), IV Corps Artillery, including 47th Division’s howitzers and 

some 75mm guns borrowed from the French.291 

 

There were also two novel methods to be employed which illustrate how much the 

BEF generals were prepared to innovate their tactics. Gough asked for 7th Division’s 

attack to be closely supported by the fire of six 13-pounder guns, which were to be 

secretly been brought forward into the front line at night, using rubber tyres to lessen 

any noise. These were to have reasonable success in destroying the enemy’s front 

line parapets.292 Also, Gough suggested that a number of ‘feint’ bombardments 

should take place. This was to confuse the enemy as to the commencement of any 

forthcoming attack.293 It was decided that just before 9.55 a.m. and again at 2.55 

p.m. on both 14 and 15 May, the bombardment was to intensify for five minutes then 

stop completely, as if in preparation for an infantry assault, with the idea of luring 

German defenders out of their bunkers and into their front trenches. The German 

front lines were then to be fired on with shrapnel shells to catch those unlucky 

enough to fall for this ruse. This would also confuse the enemy as to when the real 

infantry assault would take place. 

 

Despite this optimism, contemporary records demonstrate that the BEF was not 

winning the artillery battle at this time, with bad weather and water-logged ground 

adding to the problems. The attack was initially delayed. First Army War Diary 

recorded the reasons, due to:  

difficulties that had been experienced on the 13th May in carrying out an effective 
bombardment of the enemy’s line owing to the wires being cut, observation stations 
being destroyed and the bad weather prevailing. The general effect on the hostile 
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position to be attacked was not such as to give a reasonable prospect of an attack 
succeeding on the night of 14th/15th May.294 

Therefore it is clear that the German artillery was disrupting the BEF’s plans to 

support the attack with a suitable bombardment to assist the attacking troops with 

wire cutting and destroying enemy strong-points. This would be to the detriment of a 

successful attack. This is further evident in an order issued at 6 p.m. on 14 May, 

which stated: ‘all Corps were instructed to report whether there were supporting 

trenches or other suitable protection close behind the front trenches into which men 

could be withdrawn in the event of the front trenches being heavily shelled’.295 

Following a 24-hour delay, the attack the attack went ahead as planned. 

 

The Effectiveness of BEF Artillery at Festubert 

British First Army compiled tables of the numbers of both guns used and shells fired 

at the Battles of Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Festubert which are useful in 

analysing the performance of the British artillery in the Spring Offensives.296 Firstly, 

they show that the same number of guns were at Festubert as had been used at 

Aubers Ridge. Second, in relation to ammunition, the tables show that more was 

used at Festubert over a period of six days, than the one day at Aubers Ridge. This 

includes the pre-bombardment, the main bombardment of 16 May and then 

subsequent bombardments on 18 May. Helpfully, the tables break down the number 

of shells fired in these three phases of the battle. The tables show that over the six 

days, as many shells were fired per gun as at Aubers Ridge and Neuve Chapelle 

and that more heavy calibre shells were fired than at both of those battles: nearly 

twice as many sixty pounder shells and nearly fifty per cent more 9.2-inch howitzer 

shells. The 9.2s fired about 30 per cent fewer shells on the main day of Festubert 
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than they had done at Aubers Ridge, but an increase of 20 rounds per gun over the 

six days. It was only the biggest calibre, the 15-inch howitzer that fired a significantly 

fewer number of shells at Festubert than at Aubers Ridge, (a paltry 12 shells as 

opposed to 55), but this was because many of the 15-inch shells fired at Aubers 

Ridge were found to be defective, which prompted an urgent inspection.297 The 18-

pounders also only fired approximately half the number of shells on 16 May as they 

had on 9 May, but this was made up to a similar amount by the time the battle was 

closed down.298 

 

It was a lack of ammunition that eventually brought operations at Festubert to a 

close. For example, the attack on 18 May was to be conducted after a two-hour 

bombardment, which was to be ‘intense’ for the final ten minutes when the infantry 

would move forward. It is difficult to work out the what ‘intense’ meant in relation to 

the number of shells fired per minute from each gun, as the definition continually 

changed from 1915 onwards; although by 1917 this was generally accepted as one 

round per gun per minute.299 The First Army War Diary notes that: ‘no 4.5-inch 

howitzer ammunition was to be used ... and 6-inch Howitzer was to be used as 

sparingly as possible.’300 This was despite a supply of nearly 2,300 4.5-inch lyddite 

shells having been being released to First Army from the BEF’s main supply depot, 

as replacement for the stock sent to Gallipoli. Unfortunately, they did not arrive in 

time for the last large bombardment on 18 May.301 In general terms, the figures 

suggest that First Army was not enduring a shell ‘crisis’ during the main part of the 

battle. Indeed, a new, smaller operation at Givenchy was commenced only 21 days 
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later which commenced with a two-hour bombardment, using a reasonable amount 

of ammunition.302  

 

Whilst the results of the infantry attacks will be more completely explored in Chapter 

3, it was clear that the artillery had achieved better results than at Neuve Chapelle 

and Aubers Ridge. In some places advances of over 1, 000 yards had taken place. 

The next morning the attacks were renewed, but there were problems in getting 

messages to and from the artillery, with the unfortunate result that British troops 

were casualties of their own bombardment.303 The artillery had also failed to knock 

out several machine gun positions at the point where the Garhwal Infantry Brigade 

was attacking, which caused serious problems at the most northern end of the attack 

and ultimately for the other divisions taking part. The two ‘prongs’ of the assaulting 

forces took much longer than anticipated to make contact, despite the gap between 

them being reduced from 6, 000 to 600 yards. It was clear that the enemy artillery 

had not been particularly hindered as over the next few days the British infantry were 

being shelled in their newly-won positions as well as receiving enfilade fire. A second 

phase of operations, carried out between 17 and 25 May, was unable to make 

further progress.304 These attacks were preceded by bombardments which were 

‘intense’ for the final ten minutes. The Canadian troops, in particular, that were fed 

into the battle on 18 May suffered from lack of BEF artillery support since the guns 

had been too far back with too few forward observers to correct the fall of their 

shells, and were therefore faced with ‘nearly uninterrupted fire from Maxim machine 

guns and Mauser rifles’.305 
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In terms of the German response to the British artillery attack, the best analysis can 

be found in Captain Wynne’s post-war study of German tactics. In relation to 

Festubert, he states the German troops in the sector simply withdrew to a new line of 

breastworks and: 

by dawn on the 17th [May], with the arrival of reinforcements , the strength in the fire-
power along the new alignment was almost double that which opposed the first 
assault. Three days passed before the British batteries had located this new defence 
line, by which time it was sufficiently strong to need a heavy preparatory 
bombardment to destroy as that previous to the first assault.306  

 
This was proven during the British bombardment prior to the infantry assaults on 18 

May. The job of using indirect fire to destroy the German positions that were thought 

to be in as ‘Ferme du Bois’, some farmhouse buildings known as ‘Ferme Cour 

d'Avoué  and ‘the Orchard’ was made more difficult due to the rain and mist that 

morning, which affected the Forward Observation Officer’s ability to observe the 

fire.307 The attack was therefore delayed until late afternoon. As Wynne suggests, 

the Germans had retreated to a new line of defensive positions situated on a reverse 

slope just behind those positions, which was not yet known about. The result was 

that, despite the identified points above being ‘severely battered by the shelling, the 

new line of trench itself was not seriously affected’.308 This raises the question that 

even if stocks of 4.5-inch howitzer shells been available and used on 18 May would 

they have made any difference to the result? Therein lay the BEF’s problem in 1915, 

presented by attacking a heavily defended line with limited resources. There had 

been phases of the British bombardment, particularly at the beginning of the 

offensive when it had proven to be effective. As will be seen, a particular 

bombardment on the morning of 17 May prompted the surrender of 450 Germans. 

However, the German system of elasticity in the line meant that its army could 
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absorb limited attacks and then reinforce a new line before the British were capable 

of attacking again. 

 

In the very last phases of the battle the impromptu joining together of divisions also 

led to difficulties in managing the increasing numbers of First Army’s artillery. The 

later chapter will describe the formation of ‘Alderson’s Force’, the artillery of which 

was placed under the command of Brigadier General Birch of 7th Division. This 

meant that Birch’s limited staff had the responsibility for coordinating the efforts of 

2nd, 7th, 51st and the Canadian divisional artillery, as well as three brigades of 

heavy guns and howitzers, plus a section of mountain guns.309 The Official Historian 

made the point that: ‘it was quite impossible for the staff of a divisional artillery 

general to deal effectively with so many subordinate commanders’.310 It was also on 

25 May that General Haig learnt that his stock of artillery ammunition to support any 

further attacks was ‘practically nil’ and he ordered all further operations to cease.311 

  

The BEF’s Artillery - lessons from Festubert  

Once the operations at Festubert had been closed down on 25 May, immediate 

evaluation of the role of artillery took place at GHQ. A report was compiled and 

distributed throughout both First and Second Armies to which the commanders 

‘should devote their most earnest attention’.312 It is clear from the report that the BEF 

were determined to modify their tactics for future operations using the lessons 

learned by the First Army attacks. However, it is also quite apparent that all the 

suggestions had a secondary motive, which was about conserving ammunition. The 

report pointed to the methodical bombardment as being the most productive, as the 
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system used at Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge had ‘proved to lead to hurry and 

inaccuracy and consequent waste of ammunition’. It stated that infantry commanders 

should only give the order for a renewal of a bombardment once they were sure the 

infantry were in a position to attack. In relation to attacking strong points it stated that 

infantry assaults should take place immediately the bombardment had ceased to 

prevent the enemy re-fortifying those points. It called for ‘close cooperation between 

artillery and infantry commanders to identify targets in advance and requested that 

‘shooting off the map’ should only be resorted to in cases of extreme urgency’. It 

advocated the increased use of aerial observation and deterred against night firing 

as ‘its effect is limited’. Finally, the report addressed ‘firing at the rear of what is 

being attacked’ as ‘HE rounds have proven to be ineffective whereas shrapnel is 

most effective’.313 This last point is an important one. The 1915 period has been 

described as; ‘experimentation and build-up’ by Jonathan Bailey, where the final and 

most successful method of using the artillery to neutralise the enemy artillery by 

preventing the guns from operating, as opposed to attempting to destroy them, was 

reached in late 1917.314 The British Official History noted that the enemy machine-

guns on the ridge were so well-protected that little short of a direct hit upon them 

would knock them out.  

Every twenty yards or so emplacements for machine guns had been built…and from 
these the machine guns, firing through steel-rail loopholes near the ground level were 
able to sweep the front with grazing effect. It was maintained that only a direct hit 
from a howitzer shell close to the machine-gun loophole itself could put the gun out of 

action. 315 
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The Battle of Festubert certainly fits within the 1915 stage of Bailey’s model.316 The 

last point in the official report shows a nod towards neutralisation being the key to 

success, but this idea was in its infancy.  

 

Learning from the French Army 

A report within 7th Division’s HQ file for May 1915 shows just how much progress 

the French Army had made along these lines. The object of the ‘Report on tour of the 

French Armies’ was: ‘to study the organisation, methods and tactics of the French 

artillery’.317 It immediately noted the:  

the Corps organization of the French, as against the Divisional organization of the 
British. The artillery of the Corps is commanded by the Artillery Commander of the 
Corps, who is a commander and not an adviser.318 

 

Festubert had proven that the change of artillery method warranted a structural 

change to the hierarchy of the BEF in which both the authority and supporting staff of 

the ‘Artillery Advisor’ (AA) would increase.319 In line with the French Army, the AA’s 

power and influence would develop as the war progressed. In fact by October 1915 

the status had risen to the rank of General Officer Commanding (GOC) RA, 

operating at Corps level, complete with his own Aide de Camp (ADC).320 This was a 

fundamental change to the BEF’s organisation yet it remains buried in the footnotes 

of the British Official History. Perhaps Edmonds was reluctant to acknowledge the 

superiority of the French Army of 1915? The same report on the French artillery 

showed other advantages the French artillery commander enjoyed. The more 

effective telephone communications system of the French meant that: ‘a forward 

observing officer in one division can be switched on to a battery of another division 
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and range it’.321 And another important observation related to the French method of 

counter battery work contained in a French memorandum called ‘La Lutte d’Artillerie’, 

which was:  

a combination of neutralizing fire by field batteries upon enemy batteries, or groups of 
enemy batteries within their range, and destructive fire by heavy artillery with 
aeroplane or balloon observation.322 

 

Indeed 8th Division at the Aubers Ridge attack had been experimenting with a 

preliminary form of sound-ranging to gauge the positions of German artillery, a 

method that had been initially developed by the French Army in March 1915.323 This 

would eventually remove the need to register British guns on German artillery, which 

gave away their own positions in doing so. Another modern historian has described 

how these new methods were further developed in cooperation with the French and 

how this knowledge was transferred across the BEF, using experts or leaders with 

personal and professional connections as part of a ‘leadership constellation’.324 Thus 

Festubert had prompted the rise in importance of the ‘artillery advisor,’ that would 

take until the Battle of Cambrai, 20 November- 8 December 1917, when the 

pendulum had fully swung towards artillery from infantry in being at the forefront of 

the battle plan. Only then was a true increase in the tempo of battle realised. 325 

 

The Continuing Problem of Lack of Guns and Shells in 1915 – Givenchy and 
Loos 
 
It is useful to examine the BEF’s use of artillery in offensive action after Festubert in 

order to gauge how the learning process was incorporated into subsequent fire plans 

and method.  Sir John French ordered yet another attack by First Army on 15 and 16 
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June 1915, near the village of Givenchy, approximately one kilometre south of 

Festubert. It was the BEF’s lack of shells which explains why, on 28 May 1915, Sir 

John ordered First Army to: ‘limit its operations to “small aggressive” threats which 

will not require much ammunition or many “troops”’.326 IV Corps provided 7th Division 

and 51st (Highland) Division and the Indian Corps provided its guns.327 The attack at 

Givenchy took place across a relatively narrow front.328 The BEF’s immediate 

problem was a very low stock of artillery ammunition – the very reason that 

operations at Festubert were brought to a close. There was confusion surrounding 

exactly how much artillery ammunition was available. It has been suggested that 

First Army submitted ammunition estimates that were unreliable, so as ‘not likely to 

interfere with operations’.329 Sanders Marble has argued that Haig and Birch were 

obsessed with trying to come up with ‘a magic solution, (expressed in guns and 

shells), that would end trench warfare.’330 Brigadier General Birch, having come up 

with an estimate for Givenchy, had to downward revise it twice until it approximated 

what was available.331 Birch chose to oversee the main bombardment himself whilst 

Brigadier General Franks concentrated on counter battery work.332 Thus Birch had 

already realised that an offensive artillery plan involving more than one division was 

too complex to coordinate by only himself and one staff officer.  

 

At Givenchy there was a 48-hour slow and deliberate bombardment preceding the 

assault, for the destruction of trenches and wire cutting followed by 12-hours of 

intensive fire. By the end of the attack and during a period of eight days, (11 to and 
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19 June), IV Corps had managed to fire around 5, 500 4.5-inch rounds, 3, 500 60-

pound rounds, along with over 2, 000 9.2-inch shells.333 The corps’ artillery was also 

still supplemented by three groups of French 75mm Field Guns. These figures show 

how quickly First Army had managed to replenish artillery ammunition in the 

intervening three weeks since Festubert. In summary, this was not enough to ensure 

the success of the operation.334 The attack was useful to the BEF in so much as it 

revealed the depth and strength of German dugouts, many of which were found to 

be intact.335 

 

There are a number of further reports in First Army files that show that after 

Givenchy and Loos the BEF was continually trying to modify future tactics to try to 

give itself an advantage. One of Sir William Robertson’s suggestions was for the 

artillery in future offensives was to group together large numbers of 18-pounder 

guns, because large stocks of shells of that calibre were available. He had 

suggested positioning them ‘on open ground rising towards the enemy’s trenches’.336 

This suggestion was disregarded possibly because it would have presented the 

Germans with obvious targets for their own artillery. To Robertson it was crystal clear 

that the BEF required more heavy guns as a matter of urgency. Within the reports he 

submitted to the Secretary of State for War, is an estimate of how many artillery 

pieces were required to: ‘bring us into a position approaching that occupied by the 

Germans to-day in proportion to their numbers’.337 It was based on what was 

required to replace all the 4.7-inch guns on the Western Front and also to meet the 

needs of the New Army Divisions as they arrived, allowing for the BEF to ‘expand to 
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50 divisions by the Spring’.338 The report revealed a significant shortfall in the 

number of guns needed. In order to supply each army (of three corps) with two 

batteries of 12-inch or 15-inch howitzers, each corps with three batteries of 8-inch or 

9.2-inch howitzers, and then each division with two batteries each of both 6-inch 

howitzers and 60 pounders, an extra 1, 090 pieces of artillery were required.339 

  

A prolonged and methodical bombardment was now the preferred method of the 

BEF. It stretched over four days at Loos. Whilst the Battle of Loos is not the subject 

of this study, a conclusion can be reached that the depth and strength of German 

defences meant that the force of the bombardment was not as effective at Festubert 

and this caused severe problems for some attacking infantry. If the Battle of 

Festubert is put in the context of all the operations of First Army in 1915, including 

Loos, then it is possible to see that the same mistakes committed by the artillery in 

May were repeated in September. As there is little correspondence with Edmonds in 

the Festubert file it is worth considering some frank and honest correspondence with 

him after the war, in which artillery commanders at Loos reported some of their 

problems. For example, Major Bunn, a former commanding officer of a brigade of 

artillery described the artillery plans of September and October as: ‘too deliberate, 

scattered and drawn out for the amount of ammunition available’.340 He went on to 

say: ‘many air observers, and even some experienced gunners were too 

optimistic’.341 Further examples of criticism come from Lieutenant Colonel Warren, a 

battery commander of 6-inch howitzers who was situated in the Hulluch area on 26 

September attack. He wrote: ‘other targets were a 77 battery…but the few rounds we 
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put in by guess work were quite futile; fleeting shots at small bodies of Germans 

passing northwards’.342 

 

In the same correspondence, RAF Air Commodore Ludlow-Hewitt, who had been a 

battery commander at the time, gave his theory as to why the artillery of 1915 were 

taking so long to develop the standing operating procedures across the BEF, such 

as radio to ground signalling, counter-battery headquarters and artillery liaison 

officers at RFC squadrons that would later make British artillery so much more 

effective in the operations of 1917 and 1918. He stated: 

The greatest difficulty was experienced at first in getting the gunners to confer as to 
the best methods of ranging for air observation. They were a strongly individualistic 
corps and each battery commander had his own theories about working his guns and 
many at first intensely resented being interfered with.343 

One battle-hardened veteran’s account of Loos shows some infantry troops had lost 

faith in their artillery: ‘some of our eighteen pounder shells were coming over…we 

might as well send over a bloody bag of f..ts at the enemy trenches for all the 

damage they were going to do’.344 There are a number of reports in First Army Files 

attempting to find a solution to some of these problems. Perhaps the best paper: 

‘General Staff Note on advance after breaking the enemy’s line’ was written 

immediately after Loos by Brigadier General Tudor. The report relied on calculations 

it believed the Germans were using for their own artillery bombardments and 

compared them with BEF shell stocks. The report suggested that the Germans were 

able to rely on shorter bombardments than the BEF’s longer, methodical one, due to 

their reliance on heavier calibre guns. Tudor’s conclusion suggested that a 
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compromise might be possible between a short and methodical bombardment for 

future operations. 

The long bombardment appears to require 50% more ammunition than the short one. 
Deliberate bombardments were introduced by us after the failure of a 45 minute 
bombardment on May 10th, which was obviously inadequate. It is a question of 
whether an intense bombardment of several hours might not be equally effective and 
certainly more economical than one that lasts several days.345 

 

Ultimately it was realised that no such ‘magic solution’, as suggested by Birch 

existed, as the defenders were strengthening their positions as quickly as the BEF 

was using ever increasing amounts of ammunition in their attempt to destroy them. 

The shift to a method that would be termed ‘suppressive fire,’ being accurate only 

enough to prevent German guns from operating, as opposed to their total 

destruction, would come later.346 The use of gas at Loos forbade any form of night 

attack and there was a perceivable gap between the cessation of the bombardment 

and the infantry attack which also had an effect on reducing its effectiveness. Now 

that two corps were involved that meant that there were two artillery plans, and whilst 

I Corps artillery commander Brigadier General Birch was working alongside IV Corps 

Brigadier General Budworth, each had their own ideas and methods. This meant that 

both I Corps and IV Corps had differences in the organisation of their artillery and the 

‘fire plans’ they submitted.347 The conclusion therefore is only a partial lesson had 

been learnt from Festubert and there was still a long way to go in finding the best 

use of artillery in future campaigns. 

 

Birch’s quest for his ideal artillery plan was another reason for helping push the 

importance and prominence of the artillery specialist in future battle plans. If any 

criticism that can be levelled at Haig in 1915, it is that he allowed his divisional 

                                                      
345 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ,  GS Reports, ‘General Staff Note on advance after breaking the enemy’s line’ signed ‘Gen. 
T.’, 2 October 1915 
346 Bailey, Field Artillery, pp. 127-53 
347 Lloyd, N., Loos 1915, (Stroud: The History Press, 2006), p. 104 
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infantry commanders too much say in the operational planning process of the Spring 

Offensive battles. Once Haig had allowed the artillery advisor to have a louder voice 

at the planning table then he could rightly be described, in Sheffield’s words, as: 

‘encouraging and promoting best practice’, as he later did as Commander in Chief.348  

 
Another modern historian has summarised the situation: ‘as artillery fire plans grew 

in prominence in 1915 the question of their precise timing and effective formulae was 

glimpsed but not yet grasped’.349 Whilst the change of tactics used produced much 

better results than the previous attack at the Aubers Ridge, Festubert had proven 

that only with the support many more heavy guns and better systems of observation 

and communication could the infantry have had a chance of deep penetration into 

enemy territory. 

                                                      
348 Sheffield, The Chief, p. 377 
349 Griffith, Battle Tactics, p. 53 
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Chapter 3: The evolving role of infantry 

Part one: The Night Attack of the 2nd and Meerut Divisions, 15/16 May 1915  

 
‘Night attacks are always risky but we must have a try, if avoiding the same 

experience of the day attacks…we have made all the arrangements we can think of’1 
(Private Papers of General Lord Horne of Stirkoke)  
 

As the previous chapter has outlined, the British forces modified their artillery tactics 

for Festubert following the lack of success at Aubers Ridge. This chapter will show 

that infantry tactics were also changed for Festubert. The most dramatic change was 

the move to a prolonged offensive, rather than the one or two day affairs that been 

the previous battles of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge. During the Battle of 

Festubert there were three phases of offensive action. These were the initial attack 

of 15 and 16 May, a renewed offensive on 18 May and then some smaller scale 

attacks between 21 and 25 May, when the BEF attempted to consolidate newly won 

territory. This chapter will describe those different phases of the battle in three 

sections and evaluate the effectiveness of those methods. 

 

Prior to the First World War, the experience of fighting in the Anglo-Boer War, (1899-

1902), and reports from observers at Russo-Japanese War in Manchuria, (1904-

1905), had focussed the minds of British officers on the question of infantry tactics 

and volumes of fire.2 Some of the reports and analysis of these conflicts will be 

referred to as it is clear that the BEF was keen to learn from the experience. All the 

infantry divisions that took part in the initial phases of Festubert were part of the 

Regular Army and were trained in a doctrine of fire and movement. The twelve 

battalions in a division were grouped in three infantry brigades of four, each being 

made up of about 800 fighting men that would be expected to attack a frontage of 

                                                      
1 IWM, Document 12468, Private Papers of General Lord Horne of Stirkoke GCB KCMG, letter 632 to his wife, 14 May1915 
2 Griffith, P., Battle Tactics, p. 48 
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about 400 yards.3 Some men were not as highly trained as others, as the casualties 

sustained in the 1914 battles meant that many replacements had come from the half-

trained special reservists, as well as re-enlisted men. And just before the battle 

started both British 2nd Division and 7th Division were brought up to strength with 

two battalions each from the Territorial Force.4 The Territorial Force had been 

established in 1908 following a reorganisation of the Volunteer Force and Yeomanry. 

It sought recruits aged between 17 and 35, with the aim of releasing regular units 

from the obligation of home defence in wartime, but following the outbreak of the war 

a large proportion had volunteered for overseas service. Other than sessions of drill 

training at weekends and the offer of attending a 15 day annual camp, these men 

were poorly prepared for the prospect of taking part in offensive action on the 

Western Front. In fact some artillery units did not get an opportunity to practise with 

live ammunition until January 1915.5 During 1915, other battalions of the Territorial 

Force were organised into full infantry divisions and two such units, designated as 

47th (London) Division and 51st (Highland) Division played an operational role at 

Festubert. 

 

The British infantry soldier, armed with a 303 calibre short magazine Lee Enfield 

(SMLE) rifle, with its ten-round magazine, and carrying a further 150 rounds in 

pouches was expected to suppress the enemy’s fire, by capably firing 15 aimed 

shots per minute. This was an excellent weapon which was to prove its worth, with 

variants used by the British Army up to the 1960s. Conversely, the Canadians came 

to the Western Front with their own Ross rifle, which their government had 

commissioned in 1900. This was due to the British manufacturer Lee Enfield being at 

                                                      
3 Bristow, A Serious Disappointment, p. 28 
4 See: Appendix 2, Order of Battle 
5 Mitchinson, K., The Territorial Force at War, 1914–1916, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 53-6, Beckett, I., Britain's 
Part-Time Soldiers: The Amateur Military Tradition: 1558–1945, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2011), pp. 53-4 
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maximum production of their rifle for the demands of the Anglo-Boer War, without the 

capacity to fulfil overseas contracts. Thus, the Canadians arrived with 60, 000 of 

these rifles which required a different magazine clip and bayonet to the rest of the 

Imperial troops. 6 What was worse for the Canadian infantrymen was that the highly 

complex bolt-action mechanism was found to fail when it was required for rapid fire, 

with reports of bullets getting stuck in the breech as the rifle became hot. During the 

action at Ypres and Festubert it was reported that the Canadians had ‘lost 

confidence’ in their rifle and were swapping them for abandoned British Lee-

Enfields.7 The issue was so controversial that the Canadian Official History devoted 

an appendix of 23 pages to it, pointing out that even Haig became involved in sorting 

out a solution of re-equipping those forces the following May.8 

 

The British Army’s doctrine was to fire rifles quickly and accurately and for the 

infantry to advance in short rushes and in extended formations to protect 

themselves. In the last phase of attack, the infantry would charge forward using the 

bayonet finish off any remaining enemy.9 This tactic had been followed at the 

previous attacks at Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge and in an effort to enable 

faster movement, British troops had moved forward leaving behind their full packs.10 

However, in both these attacks, all efforts to gain advantage from suppressing fire 

had proved difficult due to the sheer weight of returned fire from German rifles and 

particularly their Maxim machine guns, from strong-points that had not been knocked 

out by the supporting barrage. Accounts from units engaged in the Battle of Aubers 

Ridge, such as from the Dehru Dun Infantry Brigade, tell us that as soon as British 

                                                      
6 Fortescue Diguid, The Official History of the Canadian Forces, Appendix 111 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Griffith, Battle Tactics, p. 49 
10 Simpson, The Evolution of Victory, p. 35 
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troops left their trenches and tried to advance in the open that ‘the fire was too much 

for them and they were driven back to seek cover again’.11 Or, as in the case of 3 

Infantry Brigade, they were forced to flatten themselves to the earth where they 

remained until dark and then retired.12 Another problem in the British pre-war 

doctrine was that it relied on the support of artillery firing over open sights as 

opposed to the indirect fire that was now artillery’s modus operandi. The German 

Army’s use of higher ground, with strong-points placed on reverse slopes meant that 

British gunners were not able observe the battlefield and to communicate with the 

infantry they were supporting.13 All this meant that a re-think of tactics was 

necessary. 

 

The tactics of the infantry were also restrained by the weapon systems available to 

them. During this phase of the war there was a quest to develop weapons that would 

assist infantry tactics and bring more firepower into the front lines. In May 1915 the 

BEF’s infantry attacks received limited support from their machine guns. Their 

standard gun was the water-cooled Mark 1 Vickers that was brought into use in 

1912, but due to shortages there were only four Vickers per battalion.14 The Vickers 

gun had a good rate of fire (approximately six hundred rounds per minute) and used 

the same .303 calibre ammunition as the SMLE rifle, but the disadvantage was that it 

was heavy, weighing 17kg, with a separately carried 9kg tripod. The Vickers required 

cumbersome 250 round belts of ammunition and a constant supply of water, so were 

not easy to move forward in battle, particularly when trying to advance at speed.15 It 

is clear that at Festubert these guns were of no assistance to those troops involved 

                                                      
11 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 21. Account appears to have been supplied to Edmonds from Brig. General C.W. Jacob 
12 Bristow, A Serious Disappointment, p. 101 
13 Griffith, Battle Tactics, p. 50 
14 Pegler, M. and Dennis, P., The Vickers-Maxim Machine Gun. (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 29 
15 Smith, A., Machine Gun: The Story of the Men and Weapon that Changed the Face of War, (US: Thorndyke Press, 2004), p. 
86 
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in the initial assaults. The gun crews formed part of the headquarters unit of the 

battalions along with other specialists such as signallers. The plan was to use the 

Vickers after territory had been taken. It can be seen in I Corps orders that only then 

could these guns be brought forward to be used to defend against counter-attack, 

therefore: 

strongly built machine gun emplacements must be provided in both [front and 
second] lines, capable of providing flanking and cross fire effect over the whole front 
to be defended. They must be carefully concealed. We have recent experience of the 
effectiveness of grazing machine gun fire through the bottom breastworks and 
parapets.16 
 

It took until 1916 for the British Army to get the most effective use of their Vickers 

guns, when they were taken away from battalions and used by specialist companies 

under brigade control.  Subsequent attacks utilised the long range of the Vickers, 

where their gun crews launched plunging fire over the top of their own advancing 

infantry at road junctions, trench systems, forming up points, and other enemy 

locations that might be noticed by a forward observer.17  

 

This period also involved the attempts to find effective trench mortars and grenades. 

Local patterns of trench mortars, such as a 3.7-inch version developed by the Indian 

Corps, rifle grenades and hand grenades were quickly designed and developed in 

the Royal Engineers’ Workshops set up behind the lines.18 These interim trench 

mortars suffered from a tendency of the bomb to explode prematurely in the tube 

and were phased out. It was not until the late summer of 1915 that an effective 

trench mortar, named after its inventor ‘Stokes’, made it way to the BEF forces on 

the Western Front. When functioning efficiently trench mortars could create very 

much the same levels of damage as artillery, and their positioning directly in the front 

                                                      
16 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, Corps Order No. 242 (G), Brig. General Whigham, General Staff I Corps, 15 May 1915 
17 Griffith, P., Battle Tactics, p. 124, IWM, Film Archive, Mallins, G., ‘The Battle of the Somme’, [Online], accessed 21/1/21, 
available from: https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060008206, contains footage showing this technique of 
plunging fire being utilised 
18 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 89 
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line meant that the infantry could enjoy far greater local tactical flexibility.19 This had 

been proven by their enemy at Festubert: a War Diary of one of the battalions taking 

part in the initial attacks makes mention of being forced out of a newly won trench by 

the debilitating and accurate fire from a German trench mortar.20 Also during 1915, 

the BEF evaluated its use of the grenade or ‘bomb’ as the weapon of choice in 

infantry attacks. At this time a variety of models were used at Neuve Chapelle, 

Aubers Ridge and Festubert, including the dangerous ‘jam-pot bomb’, the unreliable 

‘hairbrush bomb’ and the more popular ‘Battye Bomb’.21 All required some sort of 

manual ignition of the fuse and were often useless in wet weather. To ignite the 

Battye Bomb, the bomber had to unwind a sticky tape, pull out a safety nail, and then 

pull free the cardboard lighter and fuse wire, followed by a twist of an upper thimble 

on a lower one.22 This was all very difficult in cold conditions. The risks involved in 

using these weapons was illustrated when, during a demonstration of the jam-pot 

bomb in April 1915, Major General Capper, commander of 7th Division, received a 

severe injury to his shoulder, caused by a premature ignition of the grenade. Despite 

these faults, it is clear that the grenade was seen as a vital infantry weapon in 1915, 

which was apparent to those in command. Sir John French mentioned in his 

assessment of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle that: ‘One of the features of the 

operation was the work of the bomb throwers, who working along the trenches had 

done much to demoralise the enemy and had been instrumental in the capture of a 

large number of prisoners.’23 In preparation for the attack at Festubert certain 

battalions were issued with up to 250 grenades (although the type is not known).24 It 

                                                      
19 Griffith, Battle Tactics, p.115 
20 TNA, WO 95/1655, 2nd Border Regiment War Diary, 15 May 1915 
21 Corrigan, Sepoys in the Trenches, pp. 132-3, provides a good evaluation of these grenades 
22 Williams, ‘The Battle of Festubert’, in Courage Without Glory, p. 279 
23 TNA, PRO 30/57/51, Kitchener Papers, (microfiche), Report from Sir John French to Lord Kitchener ‘The Operations of 
Neuve Chapelle , March 10th – 14th’ 
24 Williams, ‘The Battle of Festubert’, p. 264 



 

109 

 

can be also seen that some sections of the infantry battalions were designated 

‘grenadiers’ and carried six grenades each, as well as 100 rounds of ammunition 

instead of the 200 rounds carried by the rest of the men.25 Following Festubert an 

urgent re-assessment of the BEF’s weaponry followed and is discussed in Chapter 

5. 

 

In summary, British infantry commanders of May 1915 were faced with the daunting 

task of fighting with a set of tactics that had been proven as not particularly effective, 

and with weapons that were not yet fit for trench war conditions, whilst waiting for 

weapons that were. It is not surprising therefore that the idea of a night attack was 

seen as a way of overcoming, in part, some of these problems and the BEF could 

draw upon some of their experience gained from the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa 

and observations from the Russo-Japanese War in Manchuria. 

 

The initial phase of the Battle of Festubert commenced with a night attack by 2nd 

Division and an infantry brigade of the Meerut Division of the Indian Corps, followed 

by a dawn attack carried out by 7th Division. The above quote from 2nd Division’s 

commander sums up the thoughts of the BEF’s senior command. They were already 

aware from previous conflicts that night operations were ‘risky’ because they were so 

many variables and opportunities for things to go wrong. That said, it was felt that 

with careful planning the risk of failure could be minimised. It is important to examine 

the British Army’s previous knowledge of night fighting in order to understand what 

they were trying to achieve at Festubert. 

 

 

                                                      
25 TNA, WO 95/1361, 1st Battalion Royal Berkshire Regiment War Diary, 15 May 1915 
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The Anglo-Boer War and the Period leading up to the First World War 

The British Army had used night attacks in attempting to capture Boer positions in 

South Africa. As the war progressed it became clear that this tactic presented 

problems to all their combat arms. For example, advancing cavalry could be heard 

from many miles away in the stillness of the night and the infantry were looking for a 

solution to the problem of muzzle flashes that revealed their positions. Also, the 

artillery lacked the accuracy to work in the darkness.26 Despite this, a night attack 

was attempted at the Battle of Magersfontein, (11 December 1899), when troops of 

1st Infantry Division commanded by Lieutenant General Lord Methuen attempted to 

push the Boers from entrenched positions that were blocking their route for the relief 

of the siege of Kimberley. The British Official History of the Boer War describes how 

the attacking British formations ‘relied on a night march and a dawn assault to carry 

the enemy position’.27 This had been a standard British tactic as it was seen as the 

best way of offering protection against an entrenched position, where limited cover 

was available. It involved an approach march at night in close order to maintain 

cohesion, followed by deployment into open order within a few hundred yards of the 

objective and a frontal attack with the bayonet. The Official History summarises the 

Battle of Magersfontein as [being]: ‘distinguished, however by the dispersal of the 

attackers into uncoordinated groups, each of which stalled or advanced according to 

local circumstances or initiatives’.28 All the problems of fighting in darkness were 

revealed. The Official History describes how poor reconnaissance had failed to 

adequately identify the Boer positions, including their artillery, being situated at the 

base of Magersfontein hill and not on the slopes where they were assumed to be. 

Some units of the advancing infantry lost contact with each other in the rain and 

                                                      
26 Maurice, Major-General Sir F. and Grant Captain M. H., Official History of the War in South Africa, 1899-1902, Vol. I, 
(Uckfield: Naval & Military Press, 2005, [1906]) 
27 Ibid, pp 467-469 
28 Ibid, p. 469 
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darkness whilst moving forward. It also described the problems experienced by the 

British artillery in its use of indirect fire on the Boer positions, largely as a result of 

the poor communication with the infantry. It states: ‘Believing that the entire 

[Highland] Brigade lay at the mountain foot, the gunners in the rear showered the 

heights and their own troops with shrapnel’.29 The resulting casualties from the battle 

amounted to British losses of 948 killed and wounded compared to the Boers 236.30 

Other writers on the Battle of Magersfontein highlighted some of the problems of 

moving troops at night. Arthur Conan Doyle, pointed out that rudimentary Boer 

counter-measures were effective. He stated: ‘I have been assured by a Boer who 

was present that it was the sound of the tins attached to the alarm wires which 

disturbed them’.31 More recently, Thomas Packenham laid the blame squarely on the 

shoulders of Methuen and his failure to conduct adequate intelligence gathering prior 

to the attack. He stated that: ‘dominating everything was Meuthen’s ignorance of the 

enemy position’.32 This is an important point, for at Festubert this lesson was not 

learnt by senior commanders in the Indian Corps and this would prove costly in 

terms of casualties sustained and failure in capturing ground. 

 

In the following years the British Army attempted to learn the lessons from both the 

Anglo-Boer War and observations from the Russo-Japanese War. In 1907 Sir Henry 

Rawlinson, then a Brigadier General, presented a paper on night attacks to senior 

army figures at Aldershot, which included General Sir John French. He commenced 

his talk by stating his belief that with the advent of modern conditions of warfare, 

especially with the increased firepower of weapons, night work would be a more 

                                                      
29 Maurice and Grant, Official History of the War in South Africa, p. 467 
30 Ibid, p. 469 
31 Conan Doyle, A., The Great Boer War, (London: Smith, Elder & Co, 1902), p. 154 
32 Packenham, The Boer War, pp. 203-204, Miller, S., Lord Methuen and the British Army: Failure and Redemption in South 
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attractive proposition. This, he believed, stood a better chance of avoiding greater 

losses which would result from offensive action in daylight. However, Rawlinson 

presented the method in the context of seven hypothetical operational issues. These 

included issues such as:  

the nerves of the men are likely to be in a state of tension and they are liable to 
panic,...their surroundings being invisible, men are inclined to imagine that an enemy 
lurks in every bush...landmarks, maps other means of finding the way are 
useless,...control by officers and non commissioned officers of their men is rendered 
far more difficult.....a night march detracts from the physical strength....the supply of 
food and water is a matter of great difficulty.33  

He summed up these potential problems with: ‘the attainment of really decisive 

results during the hours of darkness is improbable, and always entails very 

considerable risk’, but went on to suggest, more optimistically, that some of these 

problems could be eliminated ‘by careful forethought and previous training’.34  

 

Rawlinson drew directly on examples of the war in South Africa and pointed out that 

movement of troops at night was: ‘invariably done under the particular easy 

conditions of the South African veldt, where obstacles such as drifts were far 

between and where forests and woods were non-existent’.35 Thus this fact would 

prove highly relevant in later years where the terrain of the Western Front, as found 

in the area of Aubers Ridge, with its trees, dykes and other obstacles, would make 

the movement of troops at night so difficult. Rawlinson spoke about recent 

technological advances that could assist night operations such as ‘the cable wagon’ 

which could assist in keeping two marching columns in touch with one another and 

that search lights which he suggested could be used in conjunction with artillery to 

bring fire to bear on the enemy’s position. The question session following 

Rawlinson’s talk shows that many of the senior ranks of the British Army were 

                                                      
33 Rawlinson, H.S., ‘Night Operations’ (Lecture), Royal United Services Institution, Journal, 52 Part 1, (1908:Jan/June), p. 804 
34 Ibid 
35 Ibid 



 

113 

 

supportive of using night operations to achieve their objectives. For example, 

Colonel E.S. May rather prophetically made the point that: ‘even should 

entrenchments and siege operations play a less prominent role than they have of 

late years, night operations will be of great value’.36  

 

In 1908 a further assessment of the value of night operations was offered in a Staff 

Paper written by Brigadier General Capper, (a future commander of 7th Division, 

although convalescing from injury during the Battle of Festubert), which was based 

on his observations made of the Japanese in the Russo-Japanese War. Capper 

examined fourteen Japanese divisional and brigade strength night attacks and drew 

out the lessons learnt. His conclusions were that such attacks were more likely to be 

successful if they were commenced from positions located at considerable distance 

from enemy positions and therefore not under observation throughout the day, which 

reduced the element of surprise.  

The evidence we have collected shows us that attacks by night, from the average 
distance of 1,500 yards... were in the cases of 50 per cent. successful, in that the 
object was reached and retained; in the cases of 30 per cent. partially successful, in 
so far that the position was reached, but lost again; and in the cases of the remaining 
20 per cent. failure is recorded.37 

Yet even when the Russians were expecting an attack he stated that well-executed 

operations could still be successful if the enemy were gradually worn down by being: 

bombarded all day by artillery, and subjected all night to the strain of expectantly 
awaiting a night attack, the defenders became rapidly exhausted and were incapable 
of offensive action even when the attack had come to a standstill.38  

 

Other lessons were promulgated by Capper. He stated: ‘it is a mistake to suppose 

that reconnaissance is the role of staff officers alone... it is incumbent all officers... 

and the plan of the attack must be fully explained to all officers taking part. Officers 
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37 TNA, WO 106/180, Division of the Chief of the Staff, Staff Duties Branch, Accounts of Night Attacks During The Manchurian 
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must, in their turn, fully explain it to their men’.39 He was very succinct about the role 

of artillery in that: ‘the use of Artillery in a night attack is not recommended’.40 

However in relation to other weapons he stated: ‘hand-grenades appeared to be a 

feature of this war and appear to be a useful auxiliary weapon for night attacks’.41 He 

reported that the Japanese wore white armbands to distinguish themselves whilst 

fighting in the dark. Capper summed up the risks faced by both attackers and 

defenders with: ‘The vulnerability at night of each formation is probably about 

equal’.42 Many of the recommendations of Rawlinson and Capper found their way 

into FSR Part 1, of 1909, which devoted a chapter of ten pages to ‘Night 

Operations’.43 In FSR great emphasis was placed on the value of reconnaissance 

and the briefing of all men involved. 

 

In 1913 the Journal of the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) published an 

anonymous article entitled ‘An Open Letter on Night Fighting and Outposts’.44 The 

paper discussed a successful attack during the Anglo-Boer War, close to Telegraph 

Hill, during the Siege of Ladysmith, on the night of 7/8 December 1899. The paper is 

clearly written by a participating officer and reveals how a party of ‘some 600 

Imperial Light Horse... blew up two big guns (a “Long Tom” and a 4.7-inch howitzer), 

besides capturing and bringing in a Maxim...the success of the sortie so startling that 

it has been suggested we ought to have made several simultaneous sorties’.45 The 

author described the attack in great detail and repeated many of the lessons 

described by Rawlinson. In this case the attackers managed to get within 30 yards of 

the Boers’ defended positions and avoided a search light by crawling forward in the 
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long grass. Once they were spotted they were required to make ‘a prompt and 

resolute charge... bear in mind that everyone must know what to do – it should be 

explained to the men before starting – there must be no waiting for orders, for who 

knows that the man whose order you are waiting for will not be lying dead with a 

bullet in his brain’.46 The main lesson of the article, clearly gained from the writer’s 

own experience, was that once a night attack had commenced, it was extremely 

difficult to give or change orders. He stated: ‘anything in the shape of superior 

command is out of the question; any control exercised by the commander can only 

be by explanations and instructions given before starting to the attack’.47 The author 

made it abundantly clear that senior officers had to rely on non-commissioned 

officers and other ranks to use their initiative to deal with unforeseen problems and 

this is still largely the case in modern warfare.48 The article went on to list nine 

‘lessons’ from the attack, examples were: ‘The Importance of Previous 

Reconnaissance’, ‘Simple Formations and Few Detachments’ (to avoid confusion), 

‘The Enormous Value of Surprise’ and the ‘Importance Of Having Sufficient Troops 

Immediately Available To Defend Localities Liable To A Sudden Attack’.49  

 

The theories and articles written during this period would prove useful in the First 

World War, but all refer to relatively small formations taking part. Certainly the last 

article describes a small-scale attack more akin to what would later be called ‘Trench 

Raids’.50 There were some valuable lessons that would assist officers in conducting 

                                                      
46 ‘An Open Letter on Night Fighting and Outposts’, RUSI  
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48 A more recent example when a commanding officer managed to change the whole attack plan midway through execution 
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operations in 1916 and 1917, when such raids became more commonplace.51 When 

British Generals were faced with the necessity to launch attacks of divisional 

strength then some of the problems identified would be magnified many times over. 

It is likely that the main learning point, identified by all the authors - the lack of control 

once an attack commenced - was the point that worried the commanders the most. 

Whilst, to an extent, this was also true of large-scale daytime attacks, at night the 

problem was much more obvious. The larger and more complicated the attack the 

less control they would have. This is possibly why it took until May 1915 for the BEF 

to consider such an attack and why it chose already battle-hardened divisions to 

carry them out. They needed commanders with proven track records and regular 

soldiers that would have the skill and initiative to carry out the attack. It should be 

remembered that Rawlinson had risen to Corps Commander, in charge of IV Corps, 

and Capper had become a Divisional Commander. As both men were part of First 

Army in this period it is reasonable to assume that they would have been involved in 

the debate to introduce the night attack into the BEF’s array of tactics at this time. In 

the BEF’s 2nd Division, Haig and First Army had what he called ‘fine troops’, [and 

that they]: ‘set the standards to which our younger divisions of our Army afterwards 

lived up so worthily’.52 They were a division that has also been described as having: 

‘an excellent reputation which would be continued to be rated as one of the BEF’s 

best for the rest of the war’.53 They had been involved in the retreat from Mons, the 

Battles of the Marne and the Aisne, as well as the heavy fighting at First Ypres and 

were thus very experienced by spring 1915. The division contained 4 (Guards) 

Infantry Brigade made up of battalions such as 1st Irish Guards that had already 

                                                      
51 Ashworth, Trench Warfare, pp. 176-204, describes the thought processes why trench raiding became part of the BEF’s 
‘culture of attrition’. 
52 Wyrall, The History of the Second Division, Introduction by Haig of Bemersyde, F.M. 
53 Farr, D., The Silent General - Horne of the First Army: A Biography of Haig’s Trusted Great War Comrade-in-Arms, (Solihull: 
Helion, 2009 [2006]), p. 49 
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started to develop a fearsome reputation. Examples can be found in contemporary 

accounts of British soldiers that would shout across No-Man’s-Land that they were 

about to be replaced by “Th’ Oirish Guards” which caused ‘a hush to fall’.54 This is an 

example that clearly demonstrates the superior reputation of regular units over their 

territorial and new army counterparts, in German eyes at least. 

  

Major General Henry Horne had taken over command of 2nd Division in January 

1915, on the recommendation of Haig and following the reorganisation of the BEF 

into two armies. Horne was known and liked by Haig from his days in the Royal 

Horse Artillery in the Anglo-Boer War and the former had been on Haig’s staff whilst 

Commandant at Aldershot in 1912, thus they had already formed a bond.55 Horne 

has been described as: ‘a protégé of Haig’56 and ‘not a great soldier...but he was 

careful and thoroughly professional’.57 Thus Haig had an experienced division with a 

commander at the helm that he could trust. Horne was also supported by a very 

efficient General Staff Officer, Class 1 [GSO I] Lieutenant Colonel Louis Vaughan 

who has since been described as: ‘one of the most outstanding staff officers of the 

war’.58 It is not surprising that they were given one of the most challenging 

operations faced by the BEF thus far. Whereas General Haig does not seem to have 

had the same faith in the commander of the Meerut Division, Lieutenant General 

Charles ‘Paddy’ Anderson, and had spent most of his career in the artillery in India.59 

The Indian Corps had fought at Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and the Second 

Battle of Ypres and were battle experienced, but allegations were circulating of 

Indian troops reporting high numbers of self-inflicted wounds and having poor 

                                                      
54 Ashworth, Trench Warfare, p.138 
55 Sheffield, The Chief, p.61 
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morale. A sturdy defence of troops of the Indian Corps has since been made by 

some modern historians, which has somewhat refuted these claims, however it is 

clear that the replacements that arrived on the Western Front in 1915 were ‘quite 

unfit for life in the trenches, either because of age or poor physique.’60 These 

reasons may explain why General Haig selected only one brigade of the Indian 

Corps to take part in the initial attack at Festubert. On the first day of Festubert he 

chose to see the Indian Corps Commander, General Sir James Willcocks, to remind 

Anderson about his objectives in the attack, something he did not do with I Corps 

Commander Lieutenant General Monro.61 

 

The Planning for the Attack of the Meerut and 2nd Divisions62 

First Army documents do not reveal clues as to the rationale behind the decision to 

attack at night. The Brigadier-General, General Staff (BGGS) to First Army, Richard 

Butler simply reported the conclusions reached at a conference 7pm, 9 May 1915 at 

Lestrem.63 This was on the evening of the Battle of Aubers Ridge when it was 

apparent that the attack had failed. The decision was made to renew the offensive in 

the next few days. Butler’s notes on the conference appear ambiguous. For 

example, it states: 

The further offensive action of the First Army was considered. It was necessary either 
to make a night assault with the bayonet, and without an artillery bombardment 
during the hours of darkness, or to wait for daylight and make a further assault using 
fresh troops after artillery preparation. The first of these alternatives was discarded 
for the reason that the troops that who would have to undertake the assault must be 
fresh troops that had not been in the front trenches, and were not acquainted with the 
ground. The G.O.C., Indian Corps, [Sir James Willcocks], was the only Corps 
Commander who was in favour of this method of attack, as he had the Garhwal 
Brigade at his disposal, who were well acquainted with the ground to be traversed in 
the darkness.64 

                                                      
60 Corrigan, Sepoys, p. 109 and pp. 178-9, Morton-Jack, The Indian Army on the Western Front, p. 48 
61 Sheffield and Bourne, Douglas Haig: War Diaries and Letters, p. 124, 15 May 1915 
62 See map below and Order of Battle, throughout this section 
63 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, General Staff Notes on Operations 5th February-2nd October 1915, ‘Notes of Conference 
Held at Lestrem 9/5/15’ 
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This suggests that the idea of a night attack was initially rejected, yet further on in 

the notes are orders for the 2nd Division to take over lines held by the 1st Division, 

and then for: [an] ‘assault to take place at 11-30pm on 14 May’.65 It appears that a 

form of compromise had been reached. The Meerut and 2nd Divisions were familiar 

with the ground and were to attack at night following a long and methodical artillery 

bombardment. The attack of the newly arrived 7th Division would: ‘take place at 3-

15am on 15 May... preceded by a short, intensive bombardment’.66  

 

The Official History also lacks detail about the reasons for trying a new method of a 

night attack, except suggesting that the 2nd Divisional Commander was responsible.  

Major General Horne, commanding the 2nd Division, proposed to carry out the 
assault by night, over ground so well known, in order to gain a footing in the first two 
lines of German trenches before dawn. After the first success, however, he proposed 
to await daylight, as the dykes and other obstacles beyond the German support 
trench might dislocate any further advance in the dark. For the 7th Division, just 
brought from the Fromelles area, on the other hand, the battle area was fresh ground 
and a night operation was not considered practicable.67 
 

Thus by adopting this plan, the temporary commander, Hubert Gough, would have 

been following Major General Capper’s advice, written only seven years previously, 

of not commencing a night attack without careful reconnaissance of the ground 

beforehand. It is therefore not surprising that the decision to delay the start time of 

7th Division was adopted. This followed instruction in Field Service Regulations 

which stated: ‘success in all night operations depends on a thorough reconnaissance 

by day and, where possible by night, on simplicity of plan, security from hostile air 

observations and attack, and on minute preliminary preparations by commanders 

and staffs concerned’.68 
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Consequently, Horne, by accepting this compromise, had inadvertently put his 

division at risk, as the plan was now complicated by the fact that it was effectively 

two attack plans in one. It also meant that for four hours both his men and those of 

the Meerut Division were in enemy territory without any support, other than a reserve 

infantry brigade. This could have only weakened his chances of success. It is clear 

that Horne was aware of the risk, but thought this was worth taking after the disaster 

of the Aubers Ridge attack. He wrote to his wife: ‘Tonight I attack the part of the line 

where the 1st Division attacked on Sunday. We are going to try and take it in the 

dark. Night attacks are always risky but we must have a try, if avoiding the same 

experience of the day attacks. I am hopeful of success, we have made all the 

arrangements we can think of’.69 Horne’s comments about preparation are validated 

to some extent in the Divisional History. It notes that: ‘the assault troops had been 

practised some days before the night of the attack, and the troops had been very 

carefully rehearsed in their respective parts. The assaulting troops were to move 

forward in waves, followed by sandbag and engineering parties, bearing shovels with 

which to consolidate positions won’.70 

 

A copy of the Operational Order issued to each infantry brigade for the attack can be 

found in First Army files. They are surprisingly brief, only two pages, and give only 

basic responsibilities for battalions in the assault. There is also a three-page set of 

‘Special Instructions’, which provides evidence of learning from experience. This 

includes orders to make available a supply of grenades close at hand, (500 in each 

depot in the front of their exit point in the breastworks), and: ‘special parties to be 

                                                      
69 IWM, Private Papers of General Lord Horne of Stirkoke, Document 12468, letter 632 
70 Wyrall, History of the Second Division, p. 204 



 

121 

 

formed for carrying bombs’.71 Also they provide detail about the provision of bridges 

to assist with the crossing of dykes and torches for use in signalling.72 However, 

there are no contingencies for if things went wrong. For example, the orders say: 

‘successful capture of R.7 and V.4 will be shown by the lighting of torches at these 

points.’73 There were no alternative signals or options suggested. The order simply 

requires that the target trenches are taken and there is no further instruction for the 

time following the capture of positions if successful. It can only be assumed that if 

those lessons learned from before the war were put into place, such as the value of 

detailed briefings, then these were passed on verbally and not recorded. One lesson 

that appears to have been taken from Capper’s report on the Russo-Japanese War 

is that participants were provided with white patches for the front and back of their 

uniforms for ease of identification in the dark.74 An entry in Haig’s diary gives the 

impression that he was not putting all his faith in the likelihood of success. On the 

same evening he wrote:  

After lunch I motored to Lestrem and saw Willcocks, and arranged that if night attack 
failed, a general offensive would start at 3.15 am tomorrow at the same time as 7th 
Division’s attack. If that failed, a bombardment of at least six hours would take place, 
and fresh troops organised for a third attack. The time of which this latter would be 
made would be ordered by me.75 

 

Following the 24-hour delay caused by heavy rain and vigorous German shelling the 

attack commenced following a further British bombardment during 15 May.  Starting 

with the attacks of the troops of the Indian formations, this study will describe the 

opening attacks at Festubert from north to south. It is noticeable that the troops 
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74 TNA, WO 106/180, Accounts of Night Attacks During The Manchurian War 
75 TNA Haig Diary, typescript, 15 May 1915 



 

122 

 

fighting furthest south in the night attack of 15/16 May had the most success, which 

was to the advantage of 7th Division that joined in operations the following morning. 

 

The Night Attack of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade 

There is surprisingly little information recorded in the Official History about the Indian 

Corps’ contribution to the night attack of 15/16 May. There is simply a paragraph 

describing the lack of success of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade, which goes on to 

describe the difficulties experienced by the 5 Infantry Brigade, just south of them.76 It 

then reports that the Indian troops made little progress having been discovered in 

No-Man’s-Land and suffering from accurate fire from German machine guns and 

rifles, of the men of German 55 (6th Westphalian) Infantry Regiment, 13th Division, 
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that were facing them. The Official History states that: ‘when the assaulting 

battalions of 5th and Garhwal brigades rose to advance, this fire raked them from 

flank to flank’.77  

 

The attempted assault of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade is slightly expanded in a 

version of the Indian Corps history written only two years later.78 It stated rather 

dramatically:  

The moment the men advanced, the enemy opened a murderous fire from rifles and 
machine guns, at the same time sending up flares and throwing in front of the 
parapet a species of fire ball, which burst into flame on striking the ground, the result 
being that the night was literally as light as day. At the same time they covered round 
the ditch with trench-mortar bombs and shrapnel, while a searchlight exposed every 
movement of our men...No living thing could penetrate the storm of bullets which 
screened the German trenches.79 

 

BEF commanders were aware of the possibility of this sort of German response to a 

night attack. In the papers of Sir William Robertson there is a translation of a 

German intelligence document, dated April 1915, bearing the title: ‘Means to 

Combating the Attempt to Pierce our Line’.80 The report specifically recommends 

countermeasures to night attacks such as the use of search lights, flares and torches 

and also that: ‘during night operations hand grenades can be used with advantage 

on open ground’.81 Reference to searchlights being used by the German forces on 

the Western Front during this period can also be found in veterans’ accounts, such 

as one by Frank Richards. He was nearby Festubert at Bois Grenier. Richards wrote: 

‘the most powerful searchlight that I ever saw during the whole of the War was 

operated by the enemy on this part of the Front. Whenever we came in the full rays 

of it when carrying up to the trench, we stopped dead in our tracks, sinking our 
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heads on our chests so that we would resemble stumps of trees or posts’.82 So to 

some extent, it cannot have been a surprise that the German forces had means to 

disrupt this method. 

 

Whilst it is clear from both Indian sources that those troops were shot to pieces, a 

deeper analysis of some of the contemporary documents supports an argument that 

despite the courage of the Indian soldiers on the ground, their operational planning 

was poor and tactics faulty. The Official History suggests blame was due to some of 

the Indian Corps’ own tactics. It mentions a ‘corps order’ directing the units of the 

Lahore Division, just north of the Garhwals, to fire short bursts of rifle fire at regular 

duration, from 8.45 p.m. until 10.30 p.m.83 This order appears to have been an 

initiative of the Indian Corps itself as it was not discussed at the planning meeting at 

Lestrem, nor is it mentioned in the operational order for the attack. The objective of 

this plan was to distract the enemy away from the point of the attack, but as the 

Official History pointed out: ‘the effect of this abnormal procedure was to put the 

Germans near the Port Arthur-La Bassée road on the alert.84 Thus this could explain 

why a subsequent report complained that, (all along 5 Infantry Brigade’s front, just 

south of the Garhwals): ‘Enemy’s fire broke out two minutes before our night attack 

was delivered at 11.30’.85 Thus the element of surprise that was such a necessity for 

this method was clearly lost. There is also a German account that supports the view 

that an attack was expected at this section of German line. This states that the 

German gun batteries were already waiting for a pre-arranged signal, (a red flare), in 

order to provide artillery support and then ‘every German battery, both those in direct 
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support and those located in neighbouring sectors, concentrated their fire on this 

point’.86  

 

A subsequent report from Lieutenant General Anderson, commander of the Meerut 

Division and prepared for him by GSO I Captain Casson, laid the blame for lack of 

success on several other reasons. As well as pointing out that the bombardment had 

not effectively dealt with machine guns, the report has echoes of Magersfontein, in 

that poor reconnaissance prior to the attack was an added factor. He stated: 

‘reconnaissance had been unable to ascertain accurately where the German 

trenches and more especially where the German machine guns were located’.87 This 

comment simply underlines the fact that further pre-battle reconnaissance should 

have taken place, and this might have also led to the discovery of the German 

searchlights. It should be remembered that the Meerut Division knew this area better 

than the other formations which was why they were selected for the attack.  

 

Anderson’s report shows all the complexities of operating in the dark and implies 

that, he as the commander of the operation, had failed to learn the lessons as 

promoted prior to the war, such as the necessity for all attacking units to stay in 

touch with each other and allowing more junior officers to use their initiative. An 

example of this can be found in the section of the report dealing with plans to support 

the leading parties with an ensuing bombing [grenade] party. The Official History’s 

description of the attack implies that an adequate supply of grenades could have 

assisted the attacking infantry as a countermeasure to the German soldiers throwing 

‘fire bombs’ against them. It appears that this support did not arrive when needed 
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most. This is blamed on both the confusion in interpreting events and on an officer in 

the adjacent 5 Infantry Brigade. Unfortunately, no first person accounts of this 

incident are known to exist, but it is worth quoting Anderson in full: 

Owing to the fact that the advance to the attack was carried out deliberately and in 
complete silence no fire opened on it until 35 minutes after the start. The officer 
commanding the party to bomb along from V.1, to V.2.88 in support of the attack 
hearing nothing more than general heavy fighting along the line was in doubt whether 
the attack had actually started. Enquiries elicited from the nearest officer of the H.L.I. 
elicited the reply that it had not done so. He accordingly delayed starting his 
operations so as to synchronise the two attacks.89 

 

The upshot of this was that the original attack was not supported with grenades, as 

planned, and was then postponed until 7th Division attacked at 3.15 a.m. What is 

also surprising is that the Divisional Commander felt the need to defend his own 

bombing officer further. He goes onto state: ‘I am of the opinion that the officer in 

command of the bombing party acted to the best of his judgement, in the situation 

known to him, in refraining from attacking at the hour ordered’.90 The need to defend 

this officer was likely due to the contribution of executive command in this decision. 

In actual fact the bombing party and further support for the attack from the Sirhind 

Infantry Brigade in reserve, (due to attack at 2.30 a.m. if required), were told to stand 

down at 4.40 a.m. Anderson blames delay and poor communications for this 

decision, as 4.40 a.m. was the time he received a request from the bombing officer 

and a similar request from Sirhind Infantry Brigade for orders, timed at 3.30 a.m. He 

reported that: ‘At this time (4.40 a.m.) it was of course futile to order this attack to 

proceed and instructions were sent accordingly not to proceed with it’.91 This 

evidence shows that Anderson, as a Divisional Commander, had not given firm 

orders to his officers beforehand to support the attack come what may, with reserves 
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and specialist weapons that would have assisted the attacking infantry. The 

necessary use of initiative from local commanders during night attacks was another 

one of the key learning points from the inter-war period, which Anderson seems to 

have been unaware of or chose to ignore. As will be seen, it was apparent that a 

contributory factor in 5 Infantry Brigade’s attack was the enfilade fire it received from 

its left flank. This was where the Garhwal Infantry Brigade had failed to make any 

headway whatsoever and therefore forced General Haig to close this part of the 

operation down with none of the objectives designated for this part of the attack 

achieved. 

 

The Night Attack of 2nd Division 

The Divisional History of the 2nd Division gives a good summary of their attack. 5 

Infantry Brigade and 6 Infantry Brigade took part.  It tells us that the initial idea of 

digging out exit points under the front line parapets, to allow safe passage into No-

Man’s-Land, was: ‘not sufficiently completed’.92 Therefore the attacking troops were 

required to climb over their own parapets. This was managed without being spotted 

by the enemy as: ‘advantage was taken of intervals when the enemy’s flares were 

not being sent up to push the men out’.93 All troops managed to form up in No-

Man’s-Land, in three waves, then silently crossed half of the 300 to 350 yards 

distance to the German trenches. It seems that 6 Infantry Brigade, further to the 

south, managed to get to this point and: ‘had not been seen by the enemy, but 

opposite 5 Infantry Brigade rifle and machine gun fire broke out soon after 11 

o’clock, as if the enemy expected an attack’.94 5 Infantry Brigade were on the left 

flank of the 6 Infantry Brigade and one battalion in particular, 2nd the Worcestershire 
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Regiment, despite the darkness, were unable to advance at all. The Divisional 

History tells us: ‘the whole ground was swept by a very heavy rifle and machine-gun 

fire, the enemy’s position bristling with machine guns. Any attempt by the Worcesters 

to advance was quickly annihilated’.95 The Official History relates how the German 

forces managed to locate them; the added problem of dykes to cross was another 

hindrance. It states: 

By means of light-balls96 they detected the parties laying the light bridges over the 
dyke, and when at 1130 pm, the British field batteries lifted, the enemy opened heavy 
machine-gun and rifle fire in anticipation of an attack. When the assaulting battalions 
of the 5th and Garhwal Brigades rose to advance, this fire raked them from flank to 
flank. In a moment too No-Man’s-Land was illuminated by the enemy who used a 
searchlight in addition to light-ball grenades and flares, whilst rocket signals brought 
assistance from the German artillery.97 

 

As the operation was dependant on all flanks being protected, in order for the new 

positions to be consolidated, an order was given for a renewal of the attack, 

supported by reinforcements from the 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade, timed to coincide 

with the attack of 7th Division at 3.15 a.m. There is an interesting entry in I Corps 

Diary, timed at 7.30 a.m.: ‘Worcesters on left of 2nd Division report that almost every 

shell fired on enemy’s parapet failed to explode’.98 This shows just how difficult a 

situation the BEF was facing in 1915, clearly hampered by failings in their own 

weapon systems. This part of the plan was effectively abandoned. The Official 

History tells us: ‘on receipt of the report of the offensive in this sector, General Haig, 

at 5.40 a.m., gave the order that the left of the position gained by the 6 Infantry 

Brigade and part of 5 Infantry Brigade, should now be regarded as the left boundary 

of the offensive front, the troops north of it remaining on the defensive’.99 The failure 

to gain a secure northern flank would eventually take its toll on the operation. 
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6 Infantry Brigade, on the other hand, was more successful. They managed to get 

across about 200 yards of No-Man’s-Land before they were spotted, when they 

‘came under violent fire and the remaining 200 yards were rushed’.100 This must 

have been a very difficult feat and would have tested the fitness of the men as most 

diaries report that visibility was just a few yards and that many were weighed down 

with extra ammunition. However, the advantage of attacking under the cover of 

darkness meant that the troops of 6 Infantry Brigade had reached the middle of No-

Man’s-Land practically unscathed. The battalion war diaries of 6 Infantry Brigade, 

such as the 1st Battalion (King’s) Liverpool) Regiment and the 1st Battalion King’s 

Royal Rifle Corps, do not mention sustaining heavy casualties in the first part of the 

attack, although the tone changes when attempts were made on the German second 

line.101 The diaries also suggest that these units were using the standard practice of 

1915, in which each battalion was split into three waves, one behind the other, with a 

second battalion behind in the same formation and ready to leapfrog through.102 

Even though the Germans were assisted by flares, most of the time they were firing 

into the darkness, having to guess where their targets were. On the positive side, 

there were reports that the British artillery plan, with its long and methodical 

bombardment, had made a good job of destroying the barbed wire defences and 

badly damaged the German breastworks.103  

 

6 Infantry Brigade and the war diaries of its constituent battalions report that the 

fighting then took place in the enemy front and second line trenches with the aid of 
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the grenades.104 There are also some first-hand accounts from members of the 

territorial battalion attached to this brigade, 1/7th The King’s (Liverpool) Regiment, 

that describe the moment the Germans became aware of their assault, causing their 

immediate firing of ‘star shells’ to light up the battlefield, followed by their rifles and 

machine guns.  The accounts differ in the distance they were from the enemy lines 

before this moment, varying between 100 and 300 yards. The final ‘rush’ was a 

bayonet charge with the result that the battalion ‘captured two lines of trenches by 1 

a.m.’.105  

 

Other accounts describe the hand-to-hand fighting which then took place and one 

even describes how British troops were grabbing hold of German rifle muzzles as 

they bombed their way along enemy trenches.106 Another good example is in the 

War Diary of the 1st Battalion King’s Royal Rifle Corps of 6 Infantry Brigade. It states: 

‘On arrival at the first line of captured breastworks we saw that the wire in front of it 

had almost been completely destroyed and the breastworks themselves much 

damaged though not destroyed by shell fire’ and that there was: ‘vigorous bombing 

going on’.107 However, the same Diary also demonstrates the confusion that came 

with this method of attack, as many of the different battalions of both Infantry 

Brigades had become mixed up in the darkness. It states: ‘there were crowds of 

men, five or six deep, Berks, Staffs, Inniskilling and Rifles, sitting standing or lying on 

our side of the parapet’.108 (The Inniskilling Fusiliers were part of 5 Infantry Brigade 

and should have been about 300 yards north of this point). The Diary goes on to tell 
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how these men were then organised into their respective units and were sent to 

assist with the capture of the German second line. This entry suggests that had the 

Adjutant not arrived to give orders, then these groups of men would have remained 

static and not gone on to assist with taking their objectives. This could be explained 

by a lack of initiative by the non-commissioned officers or by poor briefing of the 

troops beforehand, which was warned against in the previously discussed pre-war 

articles. 

 

The War Diary of 6 Infantry Brigade has a detailed appendix that gives good post-

battle analysis. On its own front the brigade enjoyed immediate success and had 

achieved its objectives in capturing German front and second line trenches by 3 a.m. 

It states: ‘The assault was delivered, punctually, to the scheduled time, and was 

successful’.109 As the night wore on, however, it was apparent that things were not 

as successful in other parts of the attack. This directly affected 6 Infantry Brigade’s 

ability to consolidate and reinforce its position, therefore making then vulnerable to 

counter-attack in the impending daylight. The brigade now found that the trenches it 

was occupying and the routes back to its original front line were being subjected to 

heavy enfilade gunfire. For example, it was unable to complete its aim of digging a 

communication trench back to its original position. The appendix states that at 3 

a.m.: ‘only one company found it feasible to start work, and suffered severely in 

doing so. By this time hostile machine-gun fire from both flanks was sweeping the 

ground between the captured trenches and our former line’.110 6 Infantry Brigade 

were therefore effectively cut off from their own lines but were able to send and 

receive messages by signalling lamps. 

                                                      
109 TNA, WO 95/1352/3, 6 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, May 1915, Appendix 1 
110 Ibid 
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The Division’s Commander, Horne, wrote home to his wife describing the attack and 

his letters are full of praise for his Division. He reserves particular appreciation for 

the two battalions of King’s (Liverpool) Regiment, of 6 Infantry Brigade, which: ‘on 

the night did perfect work and early on Sunday morning some 200 Germans who 

were in between them and the 7th Division were gathered in as prisoners’.111 In 

relation to the night attack it seems that Horne’s praise was justified. The night attack 

by 2nd Division had by-and-large achieved its objectives, apart from on its left flank. 

It is difficult to assess the casualties that were sustained purely as a result of the 

night assault, as the operations continued throughout the next day, with further 

heavy fighting when 7th Division joined in the attack. One obstacle to their further 

progress was a German strongpoint known as the Quadrilateral which was situated 

between the inner flanks of the 2nd and 7th Divisions and the taking of which would 

become an immediate objective for the next attack. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
111 IWM, Private Papers of General Lord Horne, letter 635, dated 23 May 1915 
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Chapter 3, part two: The Dawn Attack by Seventh Division, 16/17 
May 1915 
 

‘The dawn assault of the 7th Division had more success’ 112 (British Official History) 
 
This section will describe the efforts of the 7th Division, its constituent brigades and 

battalions during the early hours of 16 May 1915, in its attempts to achieve the 

objectives of the battle plan. The 7th Division achieved more success than the 2nd 

Division, despite being previously unfamiliar with the area, having arrived only two 

days earlier. By 17 May however both divisions faced further challenges, and these 

will also be discussed. It is important to examine why 7th Division enjoyed this early 

success. The plans and tactics will be examined as well as the leadership of the 

Divisional Commander, Major General Hubert Gough. 

 

The Planning of the Dawn Attack and the role of I Corps 

In the 7th Division, General Haig had another formation of battle-hardened troops. 

They had already been in action at the Battles of First Ypres (19 October to 22 

November 1914) and Neuve Chapelle. The division contained regular battalions with 

famous reputations such as the Royal Welch Fusiliers and the Queen’s (Royal West  

Surrey) Regiment, plus each brigade contained a Scottish territorial battalion; these 

were the 1/6th Gordon Highlanders, 1/4th Cameron Highlanders and 1/8th Royal 

Scots. The Division quickly gained the nickname ‘The Immortal Seventh’113 and it 

amassed fourteen Victoria Crosses between 1914 and 1916.114 Gough, as Divisional 

Commander, was a recent arrival, having been transferred from the Second Cavalry 

Division to replace Thomas Capper following the latter’s injury at the demonstration 

of trench mortars on 1 April.115 According to the writer of the 7th Division’s history, 

                                                      
112 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 59 
113 Kennedy, E.J., With The Immortal Seventh Division, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1916) 
114 Atkinson, The Seventh Division, Appendix V, p. 514 
115 Ibid, pp. 160-1 
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Haig ‘admired Gough’s high sense of professionalism, optimism and aggression’ and 

the former ‘seemed more comfortable in the company of Gough than that of any 

other Army Commander, responding warmly to the younger man’s energy and 

wit’.116 As will be shown, Haig’s Diary entries of the period do not contain the types of 

criticism about his own protégé, Gough, that he levelled at other commanders that 

were involved at Festubert, such as Major General Bannatyne Allason of 51st 

Division and Lieutenant General Alderson of 1st (Canadian) Division. 

 

The proposal of a 600 yard gap between the attacking formations would imply that 

once the coordinates of the 2nd Division’s attack positions had been decided then it 

would have been a relatively straightforward task to decide the ‘jumping off’ positions 

for the 7th. In fact this was not the case. It appears that a certain amount of 

autonomy was left to the divisions taking part in the attack which brings into question 

the role of corps command in the planning phases of such operations. This is 

highlighted in a post-war letter to the Official Historian, Sir James Edmonds from 

Gough, in the Divisional War Diary. Gough wrote that he had no idea from where to 

launch his attack as he was ‘told to select his own point of attack, and free to do so 

from the right of 2nd Division to Givenchy, a considerable distance’.117 He went onto 

complain it was a ‘hopeless task to reconnoitre the whole length of front allotted to 

me to select from, in the time available’. However, Gough was assisted by a chance 

meeting with Lord Cavan, (who had been in the area for some considerable time), 

and Cavan had informed him that: ‘the Festubert “Orchard”, where there was a 

marked German Salient, had always seemed to him favourable’.118 Gough therefore 

                                                      
116 Atkinson, The Seventh Division, pp. 160-1 
117 TNA, WO 95/1628, 7th Division HQ, War Diary, May 1915, letter from Gough to Edmonds, dated 31 March 1927 
118 Ibid  



 

135 

 

selected the Orchard, after his own reconnaissance, as the main point of attack. His 

memoirs claim that:  

I found that my division was to attack on the right side of the 2nd and Meerut 
Divisions, who were to advance over the same ground on which the 1st 
Division had met with so severe a repulse on 9th May, but the actual point of 
attack was left to me to select. I cannot say that I approved the idea of leaving 
this matter to me; in so much as the attack of my division was part and parcel 
of an attack of the whole corps, the locality of its attack and its immediate 
objectives were hardly matters which should have been left to the decision of 
the Divisional Commander.’119 

 

This is typical example of Gough’s judgemental opinion from his ghost-written 

memoir, in which throughout, he paints a picture of himself as firm and decisive 

surrounded by men lacking in boldness, resolution or energy.120 Cavan is silent on 

the subject. In his own short memoir he simply stated: ‘I have no intention of writing a 

History of the 4th (Guards) Brigade’ and gives little mention to the 1915 period.121 

This question of whose responsibility it was to decide the finer detail of attack plans 

was an interesting one for the BEF at this time. Gough clearly felt that his start off 

position should have been decided by his Corps Commander (Monro), yet the role of 

the ‘corps’ echelon of command was in a state of flux and not one the British army 

was used to. To say that the term ‘corps’ was entirely new to the British army may 

give a false impression and the increase in responsibility of Corps Command is 

discussed further Chapter 5. It has been argued that it took the BEF until 1916 to 

fully integrate the role of ‘Corps’ into its organisation.122 Certainly by that time, a 

Divisional Commander should have expected to be in receipt of detailed plans from 

Corps for any large-scale offensive.  

 

                                                      
119 Gough, Gen. Sir H., The Fifth Army, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1931), p. 85. The ghost writer was the novelist and 
travel writer Bernard Newman. 
120 Sheffield, G. and McCartney, H., ‘Hubert Gough Fifth Army 1916-1918’ in Beckett, I. and Corvi, S., Haig's Generals, 
(Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2006), p. 83 
121 CAC, CAVN/1, Cavan, Field Marshal The Earl, Memoir: ‘Hazy But Happy’ 
122 Simpson, A., Directing Operations 
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It is possible to have a certain amount of sympathy for the situation Gough found 

himself in during May 1915. Yet the Corps Diary for 15 May gave clear objectives to 

the attacking infantry brigades of 7th Division, (20 and 22), with the reference 

numbers of trenches to be attacked. It states that: ‘the 22 Infantry Brigade on the 

right will attack with its right on N1 on a front of 400 yards. The 20 Infantry Brigade 

on the left will attack with its left at P5 on a front of 350 yards’.123 The conclusion can 

only be that these orders were written after Gough had selected his points of attack 

as there is no reference to a discussion between Monro and Gough in any of the 

relevant war diaries. It is clear that Gough gained respect toward his Corps 

Commander, for he says: ‘once the battle opened there was no lack of energy and 

grip in Monro’.124 

 

Fortunately, Gough was aided by the assistance of a very capable GSO I, Lieutenant 

Colonel Hon. J. F. Gathorne Hardy. The divisional and brigade war diaries contain 

detailed and meticulously planned operational orders, for different phases of the 

operation, bearing his signature.125 Gathorne Hardy was keen on the continuous 

development of fighting methods and tactics and he wrote a number of reports 

following engagement in offensive action. Compared to the subsequent reports from 

the other GSO I’s at Festubert they are more comprehensive and will be referred to 

in a later chapter to emphasise the BEF’s learning process. The plan of attack at 

Festubert required two infantry brigades of 7th Division to join forces with the two 

brigades of 2nd Division and then consolidate ground taken, before re-grouping and 

moving onto secondary objectives.

                                                      
123 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary 15/16 May 1915, section marked ‘Narrative’ Also, see map below 
124 Gough, The Fifth Army, p. 88 
125 TNA, WO 95/1628, 7 Division HQ War Diary, WO 95/1651 20 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, WO 95/1658, 21 Infantry 
Brigade HQ War Diary and WO 95/1660, 22 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary all contain such orders 
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7th Division’s Attack 

The bombardment commenced at 2.45 a.m. and lasted for 30 minutes. Battalions of 

20 and 22 Infantry Brigades were waiting in position to move quickly toward the 

enemy positions at 3.15 a.m. Despite the division having had only a few days’ 

preparation they were equipped with ladders and light bridges to assist with the 

crossing of the narrow streams and ditches in No-Man’s-Land.1 The ground to be 

attacked was ‘180 yards over uneven ground criss-crossed with ditches and long 

grass.’2 There is little reference to the attacking battalions being held up on barbed 

wire or by the ditches, indeed the 22 Infantry Brigade’s commander was ‘satisfied the 

                                                      
1 Gough, Fifth Army, p. 86 
2 TNA, WO 95/ 1664, 2nd Queen’s West Surrey Regt. War Diary, 16 May 1915 
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wire was properly cut’.3 It appears that the artillery had done its job, with one 

exception: on the immediate front of 2nd West Surrey (22 Infantry Brigade), where 

their War Diary reports the German defenders were: ‘in no way affected by the 

artillery bombardment’.4 Despite this, their Brigadier General managed to organise a 

further fifteen minutes of bombardment on the trenches in front of them, whilst 

managing to keep the Royal Welch Fusiliers held back and not running into the fire 

of their own guns.5 This renewed bombardment forced the German defenders away 

from 22 Infantry Brigade’s objectives, but they went on to occupy some previously 

unknown trenches to the left flank, where they were to subject the Brigade to 

enfilade fire.6 22 Infantry Brigade lost two senior ranks in quick succession.7 

However, men of the Royal Welch Fusiliers and the Queen’s managed to capture the 

German positions earmarked for them in the attack plan. To their left, 2nd Royal 

Warwickshire Regiment had also taken their trenches and were attempting to make 

contact with the 2nd Scots Guards of 20 Infantry Brigade on their left.8 

 

20 Infantry Brigade, to the left of 22 Infantry Brigade, had also settled on tactics of 

rapid movement by which the Scots Guards left their trenches three minutes before 

the cessation of British barrage and managed to arrive at the German parapets 

before the British barrage had ceased firing.9 The 1st Grenadier Guards and 2nd 

Gordon Highlanders also managed to support the attack in capturing their allotted 

trenches and pushing the Germans back with the former’s machine guns, to their 

second and third lines. They then consolidated their position by moving forward 

                                                      
3 TNA, WO 95/1660, 22 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, 16 May 1915 
4 TNA, WO 95/1664, 2nd Queen’s West Surrey Regt. War Diary, 16 May 1915 
5 Gough, Fifth Army, p. 87 
6 See maps above. It has not been possible to identify these trenches, but they are believed to have been somewhere between 
P5 and the Quadrilateral 
7 TNA, WO 95 1664, 1st Royal Welch Fusiliers War Diary. These were Lt. Colonel Gabbett of 1st Royal Welch Fusiliers and 
Major Bottomley,of 2nd West Surrey Regt., See also: 2nd West Surrey Regt. War Diary, May 1915, ‘Narrative’ 
8 TNA, WO 95/1664, 2nd Royal Warwickshire Regt. War Diary, 6 May 1915 
9 TNA, WO 95/1657, 2nd Scots Guards War Diary, 16 May 1915 
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along a communication trench and ‘cleansing it of the enemy with bombs’.10 The only 

attacking battalion to stumble to a halt before taking their objectives were the 2nd 

Border Regiment. Their War Diary tells us that they were initially caught by two 

‘short’ British artillery shells before being pinned down by accurate trench mortar and 

machine gun fire in a waterlogged trench.11 This failure meant that the left flank of 

the 2nd Scots Guards was now exposed to enfilade fire and a German counter-attack 

at short range.12 The attack then stagnated into a stalemate. 

 

Thus, within two-hours, the attacking battalions of 20 and 22 Infantry Brigades were 

in the German front line trenches, with some reaching the second line and were 

attempting to consolidate their positions. The 7th Division War Diary states that, as a 

result of the assault, the West Surrey Regiment and the South Staffordshire 

Regiment had ‘advanced with great dash’, but also that the Royal Welch Fusiliers 

and Scots Guards ‘had penetrated about 1, 000 yards into the enemy’s position,’ for 

which they were due the ‘greatest credit’.13 This was a greater achievement than the 

2nd Division’s attack and it appears that the 7th Division were unable to further 

capitalize on this success, largely due to the risk of exposing their northerly flank at 

the point where the troops of 5 Infantry Brigade and the Meerut Division had been 

unable to make any progress. Therefore, I Corps ordered two more assaults by 

Garhwal Infantry Brigade and requested the 1st Heavy Artillery Group to assist them. 

The two remaining battalions from the brigade, the 1/39th Garhwal Rifles and 2/2nd 

Gurkhas were ordered to try and get forward in a new attack, following a thirty 

minute bombardment. In the three-hours it took to get the necessary orders in place 

it was noted that the German troops had used the time to consolidate new position 

                                                      
10 TNA, WO 95/1657, 1st Grenadier Guards War Diary, 16 May 1915 
11 TNA, WO 95/1655, 2nd Border Regt. War Diary, 16 May 1915 
12 TNA, WO 95/1657, 2nd Royal Scots Guards War Diary, 16 May 1915 
13 TNA, WO 95/1628, 7th Division HQ War Diary, 16 May 1915 
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using communication trenches opposite the trenches taken by 6 Infantry Brigade. 

When these Indian troops left their positions: ‘the leading lines at once lost so heavily 

that the remainder were held back’.14 By 7 a.m. it was obvious that these renewed 

attacks had failed, so 7th Division was ordered to consolidate its newly-won 

positions.15 

 

The First Army War Diary has a number of entries in which various ideas of kick-

starting the northern flank of the battle, that included the possibility of handing over 

the Sirhind Brigade, in reserve, to Horne and 2nd Division.16 Haig’s Diary also 

reveals that he had already been disappointed with the Meerut Division’s 

commander, as Haig had ‘commented strongly on the error of Lieutenant General 

Anderson... in keeping so many men in his front trenches and supporting trenches 

which resulted in a considerable number wounded by our own shells’.17 

 

The initial success brought visible results when at 6 p.m. one German officer and 97 

other ranks passed back through 21 Infantry Brigade in reserve.18 During the rest of 

16 May the battalions of both 20 and 22 Infantry Brigades spent the day 

consolidating their positions and making preparations for further attacks. The I Corps 

War Diary makes it clear that the impetus was stalled whilst a new artillery plan was 

formulated and the necessary orders issued.19 Gough’s good leadership was shown 

in that he had arranged for three Field Companies of the Royal Engineers from his 

division to be in close support. This meant that not only the necessary expertise and 

equipment was on hand to assist with the job of consolidating the newly won 

                                                      
14 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 58 
15 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 16 May 1915 
16 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army HQ War Diary, 16 May 1915.There are eight entries between 2.30 a.m. and 5.00 a.m. in which 
these matters are discussed. 
17 TNA, WO 256 Haig Diary, typescript, 15 May 1915 
18 TNA, WO 95/1658, 21 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary 16 May 1915  
19 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 16 May 1915 
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trenches, but also that the battle-weary men could rest, rather than engage in the 

heavy labour that this involved. These companies proved to be a ‘great help in the 

wiring, constructing strong points, and in pushing on with the communication 

trenches’.20 In general terms, ‘the night of 16th -17th May passed quietly on the front 

of First Army’.21 

 

Thursday 17 May 1915: Fresh Challenges and New Objectives 

The War Diaries of First Army and I Corps, along with the Official History’s account 

of 17 May vividly demonstrate the problems Haig faced in trying to prolong the battle 

with fresh troops. These issues were predominately associated with bringing in 

reserve units of infantry and coordinating the artillery to provide further 

bombardments in order keep the attacks going, with the prospect of further divisions 

joining the battle in the following days. The day’s events would prove a steep 

learning curve for the BEF. General Haig spent the day visiting I Corps and the 

headquarters of 2nd and 7th Divisions trying to modify the objectives in accordance 

with changing circumstances. The failure of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade to make 

any progress in the north was obvious and following communication with Sir John 

French, Haig had obtained authorisation to modify the plans, to: ‘continue 

relentlessly to wear down the enemy by exhaustion and prevent him from detaching 

troops to oppose the French’.22 In order to do this, Haig decided that the primary 

objective was to close the gap between 2nd and 7th Divisions and secure a line from 

Festubert along La Quinque Rue to Ferme Cour D’Avoué.23 At the same time he 

wanted the northern perimeter, where the attack had broken down, to be 

consolidated. 

                                                      
20 Atkinson, The Seventh Division, p. 173 
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The method of using two assaulting infantry brigades of a division, leaving one in 

reserve was standard practice of the BEF in 1915. It had previously been employed 

at the Battles of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge. What was new at Festubert was 

that General Haig had the prospect of utilising three further divisions 1st Canadian, 

47th (London) and 51st (Highland) that had been assigned to First Army, therefore 

allowing him to replace battle weary divisions with fresh ones and for the battle to 

continue. At Neuve Chapelle, Haig felt that an earlier introduction of fresh troops 

could have brought greater success. In the aftermath of that battle, he had been 

particularly angry with his Corps Commander, Rawlinson, for taking too long to send 

in reserves and therefore regarded Neuve Chapelle as a missed opportunity.24 

Haig’s desire for this prolonged type of battle can be found in his Diary for April, 

during the planning stages of the offensives in the Aubers Ridge sector. He stated: 

‘In my opinion more good divisions are required in addition to my eight divisions in a 

position to sustain our attack and prevent us being held up after we have really 

broken the line’.25 This new approach was perhaps also due to the growing influence 

of the French army’s techniques on British high command as Foch had made it 

known that he would be sending in one division after another at Artois.26 And, like the 

British at Neuve Chapelle, Foch was later to acknowledge that there had been too 

long a delay between his attack on 9 May and a renewal by new divisions on 18 

June by which time the Germans forces there had been strongly reinforced. The 

imminent arrival of fresh divisions also meant that, in the meantime, the reserve 

brigades of the original attacking divisions could be sent into battle to keep up the 

momentum and secure a footing that Haig wanted whilst arrangements could be 

made to bring forward the new divisions. 
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Fresh attacks were planned with the 2nd Division to make further progress and 

secure a new line between its troops and those of 7th Division, including the capture 

of the Quadrilateral. The day started well. The five howitzer batteries of the divisions, 

assisted by three 9.2-inch howitzers, had begun firing at 2.45 a.m. to support a 

planned infantry assault at 8 a.m. The bombardment of this position was so accurate 

and powerful it caused approximately 450 German troops to surrender and come 

across to the men of the 1/7th Battalion of the King’s (Liverpool) Regiment situated 

opposite.27 The Quadrilateral was taken a short time later. 

 

The Meerut, 2nd and 7th Divisions all attempted to bring forward their reserve 

brigades: 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade of 2nd Division and 21 Infantry Brigade of 7th 

Division. As 6 Infantry Brigade had endured relatively few casualties on 15 May, they 

would attack again, whilst 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade and Sirhind Infantry Brigade 

would support positions close to the 5 Infantry Brigade and Garhwal Infantry Brigade. 

The problems of getting these units forward and coordinating the attacks are shown 

in I Corps War Diary which gives a very unclear picture. 7th Division initially asked 

for a delay until 10.30 a.m., as it was taking a long time to get these troops into 

position. This was thought to be too long a delay, as the Germans were expected to 

be on the point of surrender if they could attack quickly. Yet at the same time, 2nd 

Division requested a postponement until 10.30 a.m., due to a counter-attack in the 

form of ‘an attempted advance of ‘700 Germans’.28 Although this counter-attack was 

eventually fought off it interrupted the plans for reinforcing the British lines. The 

enemy troops described were the 3rd Battalion of the German 55 Infantry Regiment. 

They had been able to quickly reinforce their 2nd Battalion in the early hours of the 
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28 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 17 May 1915 



 

144 

 

16 May, as they had been resting not far from their own lines.29 It is clear from 

reading the German accounts that orders were given to re-take the lost positions as 

quickly as possible. It was known at the time that at least two companies from 

German XIX Corps were known to have been brought in to reinforce German 55 and 

57 Infantry Regiments and 15 Infantry Regiment of VII Corps.30 The Official History 

describes this matter and all the problems that it brought: ‘The notification of these 

alterations to the fighting troops through the divisional and brigade staffs naturally 

took time, and in the end, as will be seen the advance was not simultaneous’.31 The 

upshot was that 6 Infantry Brigade of 2nd Division attacked at 10 a.m. and 21 

Infantry Brigade of 7th Division did not attack until 3 p.m. 6 Infantry Brigade did not 

get far that morning. Further forward movement from the Quadrilateral was 

continually held up from the undiscovered German positions, in fact a whole new 

trench line, situated behind the Ferme Cour D’Avoué: ‘the source the fire which 

caused these losses could not be ascertained.’32 It was later realised that an RFC 

patrol that had operated that day, in spite of the mist and rain, had spotted these new 

German positions, but their report was ignored.33 Between these attacks there was a 

bit of good news: ‘at 1.50 p.m. reports came in to I Corps HQ that those two divisions 

had at last ‘got in touch’ at a point just north of P5, a section of German front line 

trench captured by 7th Division the previous day.34 However, the 3 p.m. attack by 21 

Infantry Brigade of 7th Division was soon abandoned as it could not be coordinated 

with a further attack by 5 and 6 Infantry Brigades of 2nd Division. There was a further 

problem caused by the difficulty in communicating with the staff of the batteries of 

                                                      
29 Sheldon, The German Army on the Western Front 1915, Account of Major Schulz, Commanding Officer 2nd Battalion Infantry 
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30 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 17 May 1915, 
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the divisional artillery, which were unsure as the exact positions of their own 

attacking infantry. The 2nd Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers of 21 Infantry Brigade was 

known to have suffered casualties from British artillery in both the morning and 

afternoon attacks.35 Major General Horne conducted an immediate post-battle 

enquiry into this matter, which he put down to: ‘the great difficulties of co-ordinating 

the action of artillery on a wide front. At the time there was no staff for the purpose’.36 

 

First Army War Diary for 17 May contains several entries which must have caused 

some concern to Haig as the day went on. The Diary makes reference to a request 

to supply two battalions of the Indian Corps for Egypt.37 Haig was also informed that 

stocks of certain types of artillery shells were now very low, so he ordered that no 

more howitzer H.E. shells were to be used and also that stocks of 18 pounder shells 

needed to be economised; 13 pounders were to be used instead, where possible. 

During the evening Haig received news that the supporting French artillery was 

pulling out of the British lines on 18/19 May.38 All these factors explain why on 17 

May, following a discussion with Sir John French at First Army HQ, the objectives of 

the entire Festubert operation changed.39 The Aubers Ridge was now considered to 

be too ambitious with the limited artillery support and ammunition available, the 

ultimate objective ‘was no longer the Aubers Ridge, but the La Basseé and railway 

“triangle”’.40 Further objectives for I Corps were to be Chapelle St Roche and 

Violaines, ‘so as to get access to the south of the canal’.41 As a pre-cursor to this, 

Haig personally visited the headquarters of 2nd and 7th Divisions and issued fresh 

                                                      
35 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 69 
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orders for them to secure a strong footing along La Quinque Rue. This road was 

typical of the area. It was slightly higher than the surrounding farmland and in many 

places had a dyke running alongside which offered a rudimentary form of cover for 

infantry. It was therefore seen as a strategically important position from where to 

launch further attacks. 

 

The First Army War Diary also suggests that General Haig had now become pre-

occupied with arranging for the trenches to be taken over by ‘Alderson’s Force’ 

which was to be made up of 47th (formerly 1st [London]) Division and 1st Canadian 

Division and commanded by Lieutenant General Edwin Alderson. 3 (Canadian) 

Infantry Brigade was ordered to positions behind 2nd Division’s front and the 2 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade behind 7th Division. 140 Infantry Brigade of 47th 

Division took up positions at the very southern end of the battlefield behind 22 

Infantry Brigade of 7th Division. 

 

In attempting to secure La Quinque Rue there were further difficulties in getting 4 

(Guards) Infantry Brigade forward, which was due to the sheer numbers of infantry 

troops involved in this operation. They had been situated three miles behind the lines 

at Le Touret. By the time they received their orders it took over three-hours to move 

into forward positions as they found their way blocked by reserves of 7th Division.42 

The careful staff work involved in obtaining safe movement of troops with designated 

‘up and down’ communication trenches came later on in the war. Their late arrival 

meant that it was too late to plan any offensive action in getting to La Quinque Rue 

which, in various places, was between 50 to 200 yards away from the newly won 

German trenches. A further problem became apparent when the Guards tried to 
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consolidate their positions that evening. Unlike what happened on 16 May, when the 

specialist parties of the Royal Engineers came forward to assist 20 and 22 Infantry 

Brigades, the same did not happen on this occasion and no one had thought to send 

forward the necessary picks and shovels. That evening the tired men had to rely on 

their hand tools to dig suitable trenches.43 
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Chapter 3, part three: The Continuation of the Battle of Festubert, 
18 to 25 May 1915  
 

‘The Germans had been compelled to withdraw from a strong position on which they 
had expended many months of labour to a hastily improvised new line. If this was to 
be attacked at once there was every reason to believe it could have been easily 

carried’. 44 (British Official History) 
 

This section of the chapter outlines how further offensive action prolonged the Battle 

of Festubert to ten days in total. This was the first time the BEF had attempted to 

bring in reserve divisions in phases, in order to bring fresh impetus to the attacks. It 

describes how the regular divisions were first supported and then replaced by a 

mixture of territorial and Canadian troops and that Haig was somewhat nervous 

about the inexperience of those troops. Neither of those units displayed the élan and 

skill of their predecessors, with a direct impact on results. This section of the chapter 

also outlines the attacks that followed on 18, 21 and 25 May and demonstrates that 

these further assaults were not as effective as the action at the start of the battle. 

This was because it was not possible to organise the necessary artillery support at 

the pace required by the infantry and also because First Army was hampered by 

shell shortages in the later phase of the battle. It is therefore important to examine 

the operational methods and how these, in turn, affected Sir John French’s long-term 

strategy on the Western Front. It also explains why Sir John fought hard to gain the 

BEF breathing space before agreeing to fight again after this battle finished. Even 

during the later days of the action Joffre and Foch were already asking the British to 

launch another large-scale offensive near Lens, in an area now known as Loos-en-

Gohelle.45 Fortunately for General Haig, Sir John eventually negotiated a delay of 

four months before that happened.46 In return, and as more British divisions arrived, 

                                                      
44 Ibid, p. 78 
45 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, typescript, 30 May 1915 
46 The Canadians and 51st Division made a much smaller scale attack at Givenchy,15 and 16 June 1915, to again assist a 
French Tenth Army Offensive. This is discussed in a Chapter 6, pp. 217-218 
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Sir John French agreed to take over more trenches formerly occupied by the French 

Army.47 This took place on 25 May when British 2nd Division took over from French 

58th Division between Grenay and Vermelles. Thus Sir John could legitimately claim 

to Joffre that one of his elite regular divisions was now out of the picture in relation to 

immediate renewal of the offensive.48 

 

The situation of First Army after the first three days of the battle was as follows: on 

the northern sector of the attack, about two miles north-west of the hamlet of Lorgies, 

the Meerut Division of the Indian Corps had made no progress and were still 

occupying their original positions. To their south, on I Corps front, 2nd Division had 

advanced approximately 250 to 300 yards and were occupying various sections of 

German first and second line trenches, although they were still five to six hundred 

yards away from the original objectives of the higher ground of the Aubers Ridge 

itself. Immediately south of 2nd Division were battalions of 7th Division. They had 

made similar advances and were occupying territory which included sections of the 

strategically important La Quinque Rue and they were now consolidating their 

positions. About a mile in front of these positions was the hamlet of Violaines with 

the village of La Basée just behind it, (also one of the original objectives of the 

attack). Facing both corps were German 55 and 57 Infantry Regiments of 13th and 

14th Divisions, VII Corps and composite battalions of the Bavarian Infantry.49

                                                      
47 Minutes of a conference at St Omer, 11 July 1915, French Papers as quoted in Holmes, The Little Field Marshal, p. 294 
48 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p, 77 
49 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 82. These units were believed to be from II Bavarian Corps and the 6th Bavarian 
Reserve Division 
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A New Method: Attrition 

Festubert can be seen as the turning point to a new policy of what was called 

‘attrition’, the gradual wearing down of the enemy. At a tactical level, the remaining 

days of the battle also revealed weaknesses in the leadership, preparation, training 

and equipment of the troops involved. To British high command this all added up to 

the necessity for a longer term view at both the strategic and tactical levels, in order 

to gain victory. It is mentioned specifically in relation to Festubert. The British Official 

History stated: ‘In fact the battle of Festubert was to initiate on the British front the 

policy known since the America Civil War as “attrition”: the wearing down of a 

stubborn foe by the resolute use of superior numbers’.50 William Philpott has argued 

that this was ultimately the right course of action, advocated by Millerand and 

Kitchener, although, at the time, the British C-in-C and certainly Joffre believed a 

quick end to the war was possible.51 On 24 May, Sir John still believed that some 

type of winning assault could work, providing he got enough guns and high 

explosive. He wrote (privately) that he could: ‘break thro’ this tremendous crust of 

defence which has been forming and consolidating throughout the winter; once we 

have done it I think we will may get the Devils on the run. How I should love to have 

a real good “go” at them in the open with lots of cavalry and horse artillery and run 

them to earth. Well! It may come’.52 

 

By 18 May it was clear to all that The Battle of Festubert was now stagnating into 

small-scale attacks and counter-attacks in an attempt to push on and consolidate the 

hard won territory. The use of the engineering companies that were on hand to assist 

with this process can be seen as evidence of this new method of a step-by-step 

                                                      
50 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 52 
51 Philpott, Attrition  
52 Letter: French to Winifred Bennett, 24 May 1915, TNA, French Papers, quoted in Holmes, The Little Field Marshal, p. 294 
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approach. The chance of a ‘break-through’ or ‘break out’, using divisions to get past 

the third line of German defences and onto the Aubers Ridge was quickly 

diminishing. General Haig had already revised the operation’s objectives to: 

‘continue relentlessly to wear down the enemy by exhaustion’. He now turned his 

attention to those areas where that there had been some success.53 Fresh attacks 

on 18 May were ordered and so the battle carried on, but in order for that to happen, 

Haig was forced to introduce reinforcements from the Territorial Force and his 

dominion troops.54 The war diaries of British units taking part in this later action 

demonstrate the difficulties in getting the relevant infantry and artillery orders 

delivered in time for adequate preparations to be made.55 These difficulties revolved 

around the time taken to get orders written and distributed to positions that were now 

further away from Brigade and Battalion HQ’s. A personal Diary entry from a Major in 

the 2nd Oxf and Bucks Light Infantry succinctly demonstrates this: 

No wire between first and second lines, or in the gap north-east of R7. Have been 
trying to get visual signalling with H.L.I. and Z.E. station but failed. My signaller at 
transmitting station was wounded. At 3.30 p.m. I received a message which had 
been sent from 5th Brigade Headquarters, to the Glasgows at 12.35 p.m.56 

 

These issues would continue throughout the battle. 

 

The Attack on 18 May 1915: 2nd and Lahore Divisions  

As in the attack of 17 May, a further attack scheduled the next day was beset with 

problems and delays. The attack on 18 May was to be conducted after a two-hour 

bombardment, commencing at 7 a.m. which was to be ‘intense’ for the final ten 

minutes when the infantry would move forward at 9 a.m. It should be remembered 

that there were few 6-inch shells and no 4.5-inch shells available for this barrage. 

                                                      
53 See map p. 163 above 
54 This was largely due to the reorganisation of the BEF into two armies. Other reinforcements were unavailable as the Second 
Army were heavily engaged in the Battle of Second Ypres (22 April to 25 May 1915) 
55 For example, see TNA, WO 95/1659, 4th Cameron Highland Regt. War Diary, 18 May 1915 
56 Mockler-Ferryman, Lt. Col. A. (ed.), The Oxfordshire & Buckinghamshire Light Infantry Chronicle, Vol. XXIV, 1914-1915, 
(London: Eyre And Spottiswoode, 1919), p. 265, Diary of Major Edens, 17 May 1915 
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Owing to problems observing the fall of shells, due to the rain and mist of the 

morning, the whole day’s operation was put back to the afternoon. The bad weather 

also meant that no aerial patrols by the RFC were possible that morning. The 

bombardment was re-scheduled to commence at 2.30 p.m. and the infantry to attack 

at 4.30 p.m. The main thrust was to be carried out by the 3 Canadian Infantry 

Brigade of 1st Canadian Division and 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade of 2nd Division. 

Haig wanted to take a small wooded area called Ferme du Bois and adjacent 

farmhouse building called Ferme Cour d'Avoué, to the north of this area, in order to 

protect the flank of the Guards and Canadians. This was allocated to the Sirhind 

Infantry Brigade of Lahore Division, Indian Corps. The decision to delay the attack 

caused further problems in the preparation and delivery of new orders and it is 

difficult to decipher the reasons for this. General Haig issued orders with new timings 

for bombardment and infantry assault at 1.55 p.m. These orders did not reach one 

infantry brigade commander until 3.20 p.m. By the time his orders reached the 

attacking battalions it was just before zero hour, which the Official History described 

as: ‘wholly insufficient for infantry preparations’.57 Furthermore the same delays in 

receiving orders caused the artillery not to commence their bombardment until after 

3 p.m., meaning 30 minutes of time was lost.  

  

The story of day’s assault is similar to that of the attack of 15 May, in that the units of 

4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade of 2nd Division made some progress, (about a hundred 

yards), despite ‘losing half their men in a few minutes’,58 whilst the 1st Battalion 

Highland Light Infantry and 1st Battalion, 4th Gurkha Rifles, both of Sirhind Infantry 

Brigade made no progress at all. All accounts put the Sirhind Infantry Brigade’s lack 

                                                      
57 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 71 
58 Ibid, p. 72 



 

154 

 

of success down to deadly enemy shells that ‘deluged’ their communication trenches 

and prevented them getting their men and bombing parties up to the front line 

positions. The writers of the Indian History state that the officers could not get the 

attacks going and by 6 p.m. had given up trying, after rising from these positions in a 

forward rush but being subjected to heavy machine gun fire which was responsible 

for ‘wounding two Indian officers and a number of men’.59 When compared to the 

casualties sustained by some of the Guards units for example, (1st Irish Guards list 

427 casualties, including 15 Officers killed or wounded in their part of the attack),60 

those figures imply that the Sirhind Infantry Brigade gave up rather more easily than 

the Guards.  

   

Later in the evening Sir James Willcocks conferred with Brigadier General Walker 

and impressed upon him the need to make a further attack under the cover of 

darkness. Brigadier General Walker did not like the idea, due to the strength of the 

German positions facing him, which he thought would: ‘render the chance of success 

of an attack very doubtful’.61 In the end this further attack was not carried out. It is 

reported that Willcocks: 

left it to his judgement on the spot to decide whether to assault or not. At 11.10 p.m. 
it was definitely decided by General Walker that the attack should not take place, and 
with his decision Sir James Willcocks, for the reasons given, agreed.62 
 

This point also reveals the complexities of operating in accordance with the BEF’s 

Field Service Regulations. Technically Willcocks was correct to leave the decision 

whether or not to attack to his ‘man on the spot’, his brigadier general. FSR stated: 

Under all conditions the attacking troops must be given definite objectives by their 
immediate commanders and the principle must be remembered that higher 

                                                      
59 Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, p. 375 
60 Figures taken from IWM, 4459, Private Papers of Brig. Gen. the Hon. J. F. Trefusis DSO 
61 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, G.S. Notes on Operations, ‘Report on the Action of the Meerut Division’ 
62 Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, pp. 375-76 



 

155 

 

commanders allot tasks, and leave the method of carrying them out to their 
subordinates, subject always to coordination by the former.63  

 

This poses the question as to how much ‘coordination’ had actually taken place. This 

decision affected not just Brigadier Walker’s troops but also Cavan, (commanding 4 

Guards Infantry Brigade), who was relying on those troops to secure his flank and 

not leave the Guards stranded. Ultimately those Guardsmen that made it to forward 

positions were forced out again due to this lack of protection. The frustration of 

Lieutenant Colonel Trefusis, commanding the Irish Guards is obvious from a 

personal Diary entry:  

I cannot say too much in praise of the officers and men and how magnificently they 
all behaved in trying circumstances during the attack on the 18th, and held onto 
ground they had gained, so it is no use trying to do so. I deplore the casualties, but it 
is no use thinking too much about them as they are bound to occur.... I walked over 
in the evening to see the Grenadiers and had a talk with Jeffreys about our fight on 
the 18th. We both wish it had been a night attack as I think it would have 

succeeded.64 
 

It is clear that Cavan’s Guards Brigade were prepared to fight again at night. Other 

units of their division had used this tactic successfully of 15 May in order to get 

across, at least part of No-Man’s-Land undiscovered, yet this was impossible to 

repeat without the close support of the Indian Corps. Interestingly, Alexander 

Kearsey’s review of the Festubert battle through the prism of Field Service 

Regulations does not mention this matter.65 The Guards were left with no option but 

to stay put and strengthen their positions and were given assistance from two 

companies of Royal Engineers to do so.66 

 

A contemporary diary reveals that the Sirhind Infantry Brigade’s poor preparation 

had not assisted Walker in his decision. Despite having taken over the trenches 24-

                                                      
63 Kearsey, 1915 Campaign in France, p. 50) 
64 IWM, Papers of Brig. Gen. Trefusis  
65 Kearsey, 1915 Campaign in France, pp. 36-7 
66 Wyrall, History of the Second Division, Vol. I, p. 212. These engineering units were 5th Field Company and one section of 
East Anglian Field Company, R.E.  
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hours previously, it states that: ‘no reconnaissance of the ground practically had 

been carried out owing to the late hour which orders were received to move, while a 

large number of the men have never been in the trenches before’.67 Walker must 

have realised that he had been placed in those positions in order to launch an attack. 

Yet it seems strange that he had waited for orders before thinking about 

reconnoitring the ground in front of him. This might have revealed the German 

positions that were to give his troops the most trouble and ensure that their positions 

were passed on to the supporting artillery. This point was emphasised in bold in 

FSR: ‘Time spent in reconnaissance is rarely time wasted’ and mentioned by 

Kearsey in his study of the battle, attributing this as a reason for the lack of progress 

made that day.68  This point was also mentioned in Haig’s rather critical diary entry of 

22 May:  

I went to the H.Q Indian Corps at Lestrem.  I saw Major Charles of the General Staff.  
The attack on the Ferme du Bois had failed. Apparently it was stopped by a ditch, 

though troops had 3 days in which to reconnoitre and prepare for their attack.69 
 

The Attack on 18 May: 1st Canadian Division  

The Canadians also had a torrid time upon entering the battle having had an 11 day 

break since being relieved from the fighting at Ypres. The division had been re-

equipped and received 40 replacement officers and 2, 090 other ranks, but 

according to its Official History it was still nearly 3, 000 personnel below 

establishment.70 The experience of 3 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade on 18 May is also 

described. This includes their late arrival at 5.25 p.m. and witnessing the Guards 

Brigade suffering casualties from: ‘machine-gun fire from new German positions, 

which because their location was not yet known to the artillery had survived the 

                                                      
67 ‘War Diary of the 15th Ludhiana Sikhs’, 15 to 18 May 1915, reprinted in Journal of the Indian Military Historical Society, 

Commemorative Edition, Vol. 31, 2014, p. 221 
68 FSR (1909), (Part 1), Chapter VI, 93 (2), Archive.org.[Online] accessed 2/4/20, available at: 
<https://archive.org/details/pt1fieldservicer00greauoft/page/n5/mode/2up>, Kearsey, 1915 Campaign in France, p. 37 
69 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, (typescript), 22 May 1915 
70 Fortescue Diguid, The Official History of the Canadian Forces, p. 433 
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bombardment without serious damage’.71 The Canadians had a genuine grievance 

of having no time to survey the battlefield in front of them.72 The 16th Battalion also 

suffered badly from German artillery which caused 47 casualties from one salvo.73 

Some gains were made however, and the Canadians were useful in that they 

managed to join gaps in the line between 2nd and 7th Division, where they spent the 

night entrenching and consolidating those positions. Thus the attack of 18 May 

ceased with a new line of trenches about 100 yards in front of where the BEF had 

started, across a width of approximately two and a half miles. The furthest point 

reached by the Canadians was a small copse that became known as ‘Canadian 

Orchard’.74 It is clear that new enemy strong points had not been spotted beforehand 

and the bombardment preceding the infantry attack, (without the benefit of the 4.5 

and 6-inch howitzers), had failed to adequately deal with what was known about. The 

British Official History makes reference to the Canadian Ross Rifles that: ‘jammed 

badly with the Flanders mud’, which added to their problems.75 Those difficulties 

however, were balanced against the need to keep pressing the enemy forces before 

they could become even more deeply entrenched. As the new objectives of the 

‘Railway – La Bassée Triangle’ were still considered achievable, Haig decided to 

press on with yet further attacks, but two days were necessary to reorganise his 

forces, plan and issue orders. 

 

Withdrawal of 2nd and 7th Divisions 

On 19 May Haig issued the necessary orders via Monro to withdraw 2nd and 7th 

Divisions and launch new attacks with fresh Divisions. This was possibly due to the 

                                                      
71 Nicholson, Official History of the Canadian Army, p. 98 
72 Cook, At the Sharp End Canadians (Toronto: Viking, 2007), p. 177 
73 Nicholson, Official History of the Canadian Army, p. 99 
74 Cook, At the Sharp End, p. 189 
75 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 76 
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discovery that ‘it was probable that between 2, 000 or 3, 000 men were still available 

from [German] VII Corps to check the advance of the 7th Division’.76 Monro therefore 

ordered both the 2nd and 7th Division, minus their artillery, to be relieved by the 51st 

(Highland) and 1st Canadian Divisions respectively. This took place on the morning 

of 20 May. This meant that the artillery of 2nd and 7th Divisions got no rest and were 

left at Festubert to support the next attacks. 

 

Both divisions withdrew to Bethune on 21 May. 2nd Division’s total losses during 16 

to 19 May 1915 amounted to 178 officers and 4, 268 other ranks killed, wounded or 

missing.77 7th Division’s figures were 167 officers and 3, 956 other ranks.78 This was 

a loss of a high number of professional soldiers that could only be replaced with 

lesser trained men. The author of 2nd Division’s History justified this in the following 

terms: ‘the Division had at least the grim satisfaction that it had inflicted upon the 

enemy very severe losses’.79 The remnants of 7th Division were officially inspected 

by Marshal Joffre, Sir John French and Sir Douglas Haig on 26 May ‘and received 

congratulations and thanks of these commanders’.80 The assessment of the actual 

losses and damage caused to German Army at Festubert will be discussed later in 

this study. 2nd and 7th Divisions came closest to achieving their objectives, when 

compared to the other divisions that took part, thereby enhancing their reputations as 

professional and dependable divisions. 

 

Further Attacks - 21 to 25 May 1915 

General Haig now had at his disposal a fresh territorial division, 51st (Highland) 

Division. This division had been formed as one of the original twelve divisions of the 

                                                      
76 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 17 May 1915 
77 Wyrall, History of the Second Division, Vol. I, p. 213 
78 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 76 
79 Wyrall, History of the Second Division, Vol. I, p. 213 
80 Gough, Fifth Army, p. 91 
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Territorial Force in 1908, but had lost six of its pre-war infantry battalions to regular 

divisions at the outbreak of war. In August 1914 the division had immediately 

mobilised to Bedford, but had taken until March 1915 to get replacement battalions in 

the form of 1/6th (Perthshire) and 1/7th (Fife) battalions of the Black Watch of 153 

Infantry Brigade.81  The division had been in France only ten days. First Army’s 

arrangements for their integration into a manageable formation proved difficult. They 

were put alongside the 1st Canadian Division, but two divisions did not warrant their 

own corps level of command, nor was there the necessary administrative staff to 

facilitate this. As the Canadian Divisional Commander, Edwin Alderson, held the 

rank of Lieutenant General it was decided to give him overall command of the two 

divisions and this combined unit was named ‘Alderson’s Force’.82  It is clear that this 

experimental organisation caused problems and confusion in the chain of command. 

A similar arrangement had occurred for the opening days of operations at Festubert 

when Haig had grouped 1st Division with another territorial unit, 47th (London) 

Division, to protect the southern flank of the battlefield under the command of the 

latter’s Divisional General, Charles St. L. Barter. This grouping became known as 

‘Barter’s Force’. The arrangement did not cause any significant organisational 

problems. It was very temporary; lasting from 13 to 20 May and both divisions were 

simply tasked with strengthening the British lines in case of German counter attacks. 

This was not the case for ‘Alderson’s Force’, as it was tasked to commence the next 

phase of offensive operations. The first problem was who was responsible for 

providing the sort of support which is nowadays referred to as logistics. First Army 

War Diary contains the following entry on 19 May: ‘a telegram was received by 1st 

Corps that presumed that the 51st and Canadian Divisions would not have to be 

                                                      
81 Bewsher, The History of the Fifty First (Highland) Division, pp. 7-8 
82 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 75 



 

160 

 

administered by the 1st Corps’.83 It is possible to have some sympathy for Monro as I 

Corps Commander. His staff was busy attempting to reorganise and replenish 1st, 

2nd and 7th Divisions as well adding 47th to its formation. The Canadian history also 

makes the point that this was a poor arrangement for the two divisions as: 

The experimental grouping did not prove successful. With no corps staff Alderson 
had to use his own chief staff officer, with resulting disorganisation of his divisional 
headquarters.84 
  

This could only be to the detriment of the unit when orders and messages were 

being passed between the division and army headquarters in the heat of battle. 

Therefore, it was decided to give Alderson the Indian Corps staff to assist. The whole 

arrangement became unworkable and Alderson’s Force was disbanded at 1 pm on 

22 May 1915.85 This was another important lesson learnt at Festubert and is 

discussed in more detail below. 

 

On 20 May Alderson’s Force relieved 2nd and 7th Divisions, with a view to new 

attacks being launched once they were correctly in position and consolidated. The 

brigades of 51st Division relieved 5 and 6 Infantry Brigades of 2nd Division, whilst 2 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade assisted by some units from 47th Division, relieved 7th 

Division. British 1st Division had not been involved in operations at Festubert, due to 

sustaining heavy casualties at the Battle of Aubers Ridge. It was, however, tasked to 

remain in the Cuinchy/Festubert area, with a view to supporting any proposed 

offensive.86 

 

Further to Haig’s problems was his initial poor impression of his new divisional 

commanders. His Diary entries imply that he was not overly impressed with either of 

                                                      
83 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army HQ War Diary 19 May 1915, ‘administered’ in this context means ‘supplied’. 
84 Nicholson, Official History of the Canadian Army, p. 99 
85 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army HQ War Diary, 22 May 1915 
86 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 74 
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them. On 19 May he met 51st Division’s commander, Major General Bannatyne 

Allason. Haig recalled of the meeting: ‘He [Bannatyne Allason], seemed a little 

anxious about putting his men straight into trenches! I told him that we want them to 

take the offensive, and press the Enemy hard as he is already showing signs of 

demoralisation’.87 The next day, Haig reported that Bannatyne Allason had again 

expressed his concerns: ‘on remarking that his men were not fully trained, I replied 

that infantry peace training was little use in teaching a company how to capture a 

house occupied with half a dozen machine guns! What he wanted was grit and 

determination combined with the abilities of a stalker’.88 The same day Haig met 

Alderson. He noted: ‘Alderson seemed scarcely to realise that we were engaged in 

an offensive and seemed anxious to delay until his troops had consolidated their 

trenches’.89 A Canadian historian has since argued that Alderson was perhaps right 

in the circumstances, requesting a delay to consolidate his positions but: ‘lacked the 

willpower to force the issue’.90 Three days later Haig met him again and saw fit to 

write: ‘The Canadians are splendid men but Alderson, his Staff and the Brigade Staff 

are very sketchy in their methods of Command to say the least!’91 

 

On 20 May 1915 more attacks on the German lines were ordered, and this time 2 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade was required to take a small orchard, (later named on 

maps as ‘Canadian Orchard’ or ‘Canadian Wood’), whilst the Sirhind Infantry Brigade 

was asked to make another attack, further north at the Ferme du Bois. As the 

Canadian troops were new to the area, these attacks had to take place in daylight. It 

commenced at 6 a.m. following a strong preliminary bombardment. Both attacks 

failed as they found German barbed wire uncut and their objectives ‘strongly 

                                                      
87 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, typescript, 19 May 1915 
88 Ibid, 20 May 1915 
89 Ibid  
90 Cook, At the Sharp End, p. 186) 
91 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, typescript, 23 May 1915 
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garrisoned’.92 Parts of Canadian Wood were taken, but a German counter-attack 

commenced in the early hours of the next day and the wood was lost again.93 

 

Poor Quality Maps 

The attack by the Canadians revealed some weaknesses in the equipment of the 

British Forces, which were having a direct effect on their tactical ability. Their first 

complaint was their lack of ability to navigate their way across the battlefield. The 

author of Canadian Official History, Fortescue Diguid, made the following point: 

Incorrect presentation of topographical features on the maps at Festubert, and later 
Givenchy, defeated the best efforts of the fighting troops. On this the printing of the 
standard British 500-yard grid gave an impression of accuracy; yet the discrepancies 
of location had the effect of irregularly distorting and misplacing the grid squares, 
until the combined displacement of their origins amounted to anything up to 450 
yards.94 
 

This was to become evident during the attack on 20 May. For example, Brigadier 

General Currie, in charge of 2 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade, when conducting 

reconnaissance that afternoon, failed to identify his objective on his map shown as a 

small circle. The history goes on to state: ‘a major disadvantage of this method of 

designating positions was the use of the same symbol regardless of the nature of the 

feature to be identified... furthermore, it was printed upside down, with the north at 

the bottom of the sheet and the east on the left’.95 Some Canadian officers resorted 

to trying to read the maps by examining the reflection in a mirror.96 This was clearly a 

serious problem for the BEF in 1915 and one that needed addressing quickly. It is 

perhaps unsurprising that the quality of the maps was not up to the requirement for 

detailed reference, as the entire BEF was being supplied from one small section of 

20 men of the 1st Ranging and Survey Section, Royal Engineers, although the 

                                                      
92 Nicholson, Official History of the Canadian Army, p. 100 
93 Sheldon, The German Army on the Western Front 1915, p. 156, Account of unnamed soldier of Infantry Regiment 56 
94 Fortescue Diguid, The Official History of the Canadian Forces, p. 441 
95 Nicholson, Official History of the Canadian Army, p. 100  
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section trebled in size as the year progressed.97 They were still working from French 

and Belgian maps which were ‘the basic large scale topographical maps as 

background for the overprinting of tactical and administrative information...and for 

security reasons, only showed German trenches.’98  Haig’s diary refers to this issue 

but shows little understanding or sympathy: ‘Much trouble is caused by the 

ignorance of the Canadians in using a map!’99 The improvement in the provision of 

quality maps is an overlooked aspect in the operational development of the BEF, but 

the problem continued throughout 1915. Indeed a battalion commander at the Battle 

of Loos in October was to complain of poor maps supplied to him as contributing to 

his lack of success in attack.100  

 

On 22 May it is likely that Haig and Monro had second thoughts about using 51st 

Division. The reason for this is not expressly clear, possibly due to the concerns Haig 

had about its divisional commander or the division’s lack of preparedness. 

Bannatyne Allason’s complaint of lack of training was a valid one. A modern study of 

the 51st Division notes:  

Upon its arrival in France in May 1915, the division was only partially trained in 
outdated techniques ... the failure to provide effective training in Britain was a result 
of inexperienced officers; inadequate training facilities and training conditions; poor 
quality (or lack of) equipment and ammunition; significant disruptions to formation 
and unit training.101 
 

It seems remarkable that the division was pushed into the battle zone so soon.  Up 

until this point, it had become usual practice for newly arrived divisions to spend a 

certain amount time ‘shadowing’ experienced troops to learn the craft of trench 

warfare, before holding their own sections of front line. An example of this occurred 
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in the relatively quiet sector at Ploegsteert Woods, near Armentières, where fresh 

troops benefitted from the tutelage and experience of the 1st Battalion Somerset 

Light Infantry and 1st Battalion of the Rifle Brigade of 4th Division that had been in 

this sector since 1914. The area became a sort of unofficial training school: ‘where 

troops could experience the Front for the first time or be rested after a tour in a 

hotter’ sector’.102 This happened to the 46th (North Midland) Division upon their 

arrival to France in March 1915 and some New Army units followed suit.103 The 51st 

Division had no such time to acclimatise. Thus, the 51st’s Divisional History 

complains about this first tour of duty, describing their taking over the trenches as a 

‘particularly trying operation’. The entry is worth quoting in full as it describes what 

they were up against. It stated that: 

Covered approaches are non-existent, and must be constructed before movement 
during daylight becomes possible; sniping with rifles and, in some cases, field guns is 
constant; the protection afforded by barbed wire entanglements is wanting; 
arrangements for sanitation and cooking have not been planned. In fact, the amount 
of work required to make the position defensible and habitable appears 
overwhelming. To make confusion worse confounded, officers, runners, reliefs, ration 
parties etc, as long as movement is restricted to the hours of darkness, find the 
greatest difficulty in acquiring a working knowledge of the geography of the 
defences’.104 
 

Therefore 47th Division was ordered to relieve some of the recently used Canadian 

units and form up alongside the units of the Canadian Division that were not involved 

in the action on 20 May. This was in preparation for the next attack. Perhaps Haig 

believed that the 47th would be more reliable than the 51st and therefore allocated 

them to General Rawlinson’s IV Corps. Rawlinson also had his doubts about the 

fighting quality of this division and wrote privately to Sir John French: ‘The 51st 

Highland Div. (Territorial) is very green. They have much to learn and although the 

men are a splendid lot their officers didn’t seem to know much about war. However 
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we will lick them into shape in the line’.105 The 47th Division had been in France 

longer and had been under Monro’s command prior to the war. They had been in the 

lines near Bethune since March and their Divisional History describes their period of 

trench holding acclimatisation in glowing terms: 

The men considered themselves fortunate in their trench training in the front line, for 
they found in the 2nd Division, under Major-General Horne–now General Lord Horne- 
some of the best battalions in the Service, including the 4th Guards Brigade, with 
whom many of our battalions double-manned the firing line, and learnt from their 
regular comrades to keep the trenches clean, repaired and strong, and all the various 
duties of a battalion in the firing-line.106 

 

Also, various artillery units of 47th had been supporting the defence of Ypres and 

thus had battle experience. 107 

 

A conference was arranged for the next day (23 May) using Indian Corps HQ at 

Hinges.108 Haig decided to launch one more large scale attack using the Canadians 

and 47th Division together with the artillery of Alderson’s Force and further artillery 

support from 1st Division in the south. Haig wanted another attack right in the middle 

of the ‘Railway – La Bassée Triangle’, this time the target was a road running along 

its centre called Rue Overt within a hamlet called Chapelle St. Roche. The northern 

sector was now ignored. 109 The First Army War Diary suggests that officers were 

learning from experience. It contains the entry: ‘the officer commanding the troops 

who were to carry out the attack was of opinion that it was desirable to postpone until 

24th May in order that a more careful reconnaissance might be carried out’.110 Haig 

agreed to this and it seems that he also wanted to copy his earlier operational 

methods, by requesting two consecutive night attacks. Good reconnaissance would 

be fundamental for this attack plan. These were to be preceded by ‘long, deliberate 
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bombardments’.111 (These amounted to four-hours each). He ordered a preliminary 

attack in the early hours of 24 May by 140 Infantry Brigade of 47th Division and the 2 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade, followed by a main attack the next day at 6.30 p.m. by 

142 Infantry Brigade, 47th Division. Once again, it is difficult to find evidence of the 

rationale for these decisions. Perhaps, the staging two separate attacks was an 

attempt to keep the enemy under constant pressure. The first attack took place on a 

narrow front, either side of the objective – the Rue Overt, whereas the second attack 

was on the wider flanks of the first attack. This would mean that the preliminary 

attackers would hopefully get some protection from enfilade fire on the second day. 

The start time of that attack suggests that those forces would get some daylight to 

assist them before nightfall in which to consolidate their positions. 

 

The British Official History and First Army War Diary reveal that tactically Haig was 

attempting new methods. There is mention of a kite balloon being used for the first 

time on the Western Front to conduct artillery observation.112 Also, I Corps War Diary 

for 21 May shows that air reconnaissance was assisting with revealing the strength 

of the enemy in that nineteen German strong points were identified and their 

positions passed onto the Infantry commanders.113 Haig also requested that 1st 

Division commence a barrage on barbed wire to the south to ‘mislead’ the German 

troops.114 There is an entry of a request being made to the Indian Corps to lend 47th 

Division one of their trench mortar batteries, which shows a nod toward the 

specialisation of this weapon to assist infantry attacks, at such an early stage of the 

war.115  
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The BEF’s First Use of Chemical Weapons 

The most intriguing entry in First Army War Diary shows that poison gas, in the form 

of a ‘bomb’ or grenade, was to be trialled during this latter stage of the battle. The 

language was as novel as the method. The Diary states that: ‘a telegram was 

received from G.H.Q. stating that stink bombs were to be used against the enemy 

and that the Q.M.G. had been authorised to issue the bombs as required’.116 This is 

confirmed in the Canadian history which stated that dismounted cavalry from Lord 

Strathcona’s Horse ‘carried 200 gas bombs – the first authorised use of gas by the 

BEF’.117 The introduction of this weapon to their arsenal was a rushed affair, directly 

in response to the German’s use of chlorine gas at the Battle of Second Ypres on 22 

April 1915.118 In actual fact the German Army had attempted to use chlorine before 

then but this had gone unnoticed as it had not been of high enough concentration to 

cause serious impairment.119 This was a serious breach of the Hague Conventions of 

1899 and 1907, of which Germany was a signatory, which stated that: ‘the 

Contracting Powers agree to abstain from the use of projectiles the sole object of 

which is the diffusion of asphyxiating or deleterious gases’.120 It has been argued 

that the German Army believed that by releasing gas from cylinders, and not 

projectiles, meant that they did not violate the specific letter of the conventions.121 

Chief of the German General Staff, Eric Von Falkenhayn, gave his justification in his 

memoir, blaming the wider British strategy and its effects on the German economy. 
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In this sense it puts into context the German use of gas at Ypres in April 1915 and 

the authorisation of unrestricted submarine warfare throughout the year. 

It was justifiable to take counter-measures against the blatant violations of 
international law by England. These violations consisted of the war of starvation 
which had been initiated against the non-combatant population of Germany, including 
old men, women and children, by the declaration of the North Sea as a war area: a 
method of war that was being maintained by ruthless severity and a utter disregard 
for the rights of neutrals; by England’s interpretations of the regulations concerning 
contraband, which were contrary to all the precepts of international law, and by her 
actions against all German nationals whom she could lay hands on, outraging not 

only every written law, but the very dictates of humanity.122 
 

 
There is no doubt that the effect of the German use of gas incurred the wrath of 

British high command. Sir John French referred to the use as a ‘dastardly practice’, 

whilst Sir William Robertson called it ‘an illegitimate form of warfare’.123 The desire to 

quickly implement a gas weapon is clear in the autobiographical work of former 

Secretary of State for War and Liberal MP Jack Seely. Seely was an experienced 

cavalry officer, having won the DSO whilst serving with the Imperial Yeomanry in the 

Anglo-Boer War and was recalled to duty in August 1914. After serving for a short 

stint on the staff of Sir John French at GHQ, he was given command of the Canadian 

Cavalry Brigade in January 1915. In April 1915 Seely was summoned to the War 

Office by telegram, as he was required to urgently meet with Kitchener. It was there 

that he found out that it was troops under his command that would be armed with the 

weapon. Seely says of the meeting: 

I had known intimately for fifteen years, and seen him in many moods, but never 
before had I seen him really angry. He marched up and down the Secretary of 
State’s room at the War Office denouncing the German Higher Command in most 
violent language, for their wickedness in employing the barbarous method of gas 
attack, in flagrant defiance of their promise at the Hague.... He asked me to return.124 
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Thus the desire to use gas in revenge for Second Ypres may have come in part from 

anger manifested at the most senior level of command. Seely suggested that 

Kitchener wanted the Canadians to be the first to use the weapon as it had been 

Canadian troops that had been the victims at Ypres, during an attack on 24 April.125  

 

Contemporary sources suggest that the weapon was far from ready for mass 

production, yet variants were sent to France regardless. Colonel Louis Jackson, an 

industrial chemist, was part of the development team based in South Kensington. He 

had been tasked to develop a chemical weapon that caused ‘incapacitation [and 

was] disagreeable, yet not deleterious’.126 This was an important difference from the 

German use of chlorine, in that chlorine had been used to kill. Thus it can be argued 

that, at this stage of the war, Britain was trying not to be found in breach of the 

Hague Conventions. Jackson had been experimenting with grenades filled with 

combinations of extracts of capsicum and chillies, mixed with carbon disulphide or 

sulphur dioxide and Hillite (capsicum and magnesium carbonate levis).127 The 

chemists were looking for an early form of a ‘tear gas’, an eye irritant to prevent the 

ability of the enemy to function normally as soldiers in battle. Jackson arranged for 

the production of batches of grenades, without waiting for the results of trials on 10 

May 1915.128 It is likely that the grenades sent to Festubert were of three types: a 

glass bulb in a tin cylinder, measuring 5-inch by 3-inch, a 4-inch spherical tin fitted 
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with a “sparklet” bulb, or a tin cylinder of 3-inch by 3-inch.129 

 

Drawing of a gas grenade of type used at Festubert130 
 
 

A contemporary Diary of a member of ‘The Special Service Party’, instructors in use 

of the grenade, describes training dismounted cavalry of Canadians at Trench Mortar 

School, St. Venant, on 24 May 1915, i.e. the day before their use.131  

 

Unfortunately, there is little in the war diaries or personal correspondence to evaluate 

the effectiveness this new weapon when used. We know that the special bombing 

party was made up of dismounted cavalry troopers from Lord Strathcona’s Horse, 

commanded by Lieutenant Timmis and that Seely provided a general report which is 

found as an appendix of the Canadian Official History. This indicates that that some 

of their own troops, (an engineering party digging new communication trench), were 
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killed in the confusion of darkness. Seely puts the blame down to the issue of poor 

quality maps supplied for the operation.132 The general picture described in the night 

attack suggests confusion. Perhaps use of this type of weapon caused as many 

difficulties for the attackers as the defenders whilst operating in such conditions. The 

matter was the cause of some hilarity and was later recorded in a printed booklet 

which included a song entitled: ‘“Maconniche (sic) Horse at Festubert” (Lord 

Strathcona)’, which contains the lines: 

A bunch of Canadian engineers, 
Were gathering up their tools, 
After a hard night’s work in a sap, 
Were charged by a bunch of fools133 

 

The reference to the popular Scottish brand of tinned food in the title: ‘Maconochie’, 

perhaps referred to the similarity to the shape of the tin grenade, or possibly the 

‘stew’ that the bombing party found themselves in. A later report suggests by 19 

June 1915 such grenades were deemed to be ‘useless’.134 This would explain the 

BEF’s switch to the development of the release of chlorine gas from cylinders later 

on in the year. However, it can be claimed that the Battle of Festubert was the first 

use of chemical weapons by the British Army and not the Battle of Loos, as 

described by some historians.135 The Canadian dismounted cavalry captured about 

300 yards of German trench. This was all their objectives, except the strategically 

important trench – L8. All units spent the rest of the night consolidating their 

positions.136 The results were hardly encouraging. I Corps War Diary reported: ‘total 
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numbers of prisoners during 25th and 26th amounted to 1 officer, 56 men and 1 

machine gun’.137 

 

The Final Action 

Despite the careful planning of these attacks more operational problems would 

reveal themselves. The Canadian Official History and 47th Divisional History give 

good accounts of the two assaults.  Following a six-hour artillery bombardment, the 

5th Battalion of 2 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade commenced as planned at 2.30 a.m. 

They used a scouting party of 30 men with bombs take a German communication 

trench and adjoining front line. Twelve footbridges were used to cross a water-filled 

ditch en route and ‘within half an hour had seized K5 [their objective] and 130 yards 

of trench to the north-west’.138 They were then reinforced by their 7th Battalion. The 

units of the 47th Division, particularly 1/8th (London) Battalion struggled against their 

target – Trench J3. It is recorded that: ‘in repeated attacks by the 8th the trench up to 

J3 was taken, bit by bit, but J3 was not taken until the morning of the 26th, after its 

garrison of Reserve Infantry Regiment 91 and its machine guns had considerably 

harassed the left flank of the 142nd Brigades attack the night before’.139 Another 

mistake was the failure to bring trench mortars earmarked for the operation forward 

during the night. Consequently, when they were brought forward in the morning they 

were: ‘prevented coming into action by enemy fire which killed several of the 

gunners’.140  

 

On the other side of the Rue Overt the Canadians were tasked to take a three 

hundred yard length of trench running up to a fortified house called M10. Here they 
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made little progress, their bombardment had: ‘failed to silence the enemy’s machine 

guns, four of which caught the attacking troops at ranges of from 50 to 150 yards. 

Only a few men reached the German trench and none of these remained alive or 

uncaptured’.141 

 

47th Division enjoyed more success in the second part of the operation on 25 May. 

Their Divisional History describes the assault of 142 Infantry Brigade at 6.30 p.m. as 

follows: 

The first advance was made by the 23rd and 24th London Battalions, who swept 
across the open ground just like a field-day attack at St. Albans, and at once 
captured, with comparatively little losses, the German trenches opposite to them. But 
they encountered a fierce and deadly enfilading fire from the German guns, and 
particularly from a heavy battery posted near Auchy-les-la-Basée, far to the south 
and out of reach of the guns of our Division.142 

 

The Divisional Historian does not name the contributor to this narrative but claims 

him to be a witness. Edmonds describes the assault in more realistic terms: 

The infantry marching with ‘a steadiness and precision worthy of seasoned troops…. 
captured German front line and support trenches after considerable resistance on the 
right and less on the left. This was an average advance of 400 yards on a frontage of 
1,000 yards’. 143   

 

The only War Diary entries of significance after 47th Division assaults relate to the 

superiority of German artillery over that of the BEF. The War Diaries of First Army 

and I Corps, along with the Official History and 47th Divisional History all mention 

significant damage sustained in reserve dugouts west of Givenchy and on other 

positions in Indian Corps and IV Corps area, which were now out of range of British 

artillery.144 The historian of 47th Division made the point: ‘later on these would have 

been dealt with by other guns which could reach them, but in those days there were 
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no counter-batteries and no corps artillery’.145 The point about the BEF having no 

guns designated for counter-battery work is not true, as the previous chapter has 

shown, however the BEF was still learning the process of getting heavy artillery in 

place to protect newly-taken territory. 

  

It was following this last attack on 25 May 1915 that Haig had no choice but to cease 

any further offensive action. On 26 May the amount of ammunition per gun listed on 

a table provided to him was ‘practically nil’.146 He could not order his infantry any 

further forward without any artillery support. In order to delay any further British 

offensive action, Sir John French reached a compromise with Foch and ordered Haig 

to send 2nd Division south to take over some French lines. This released French 

58th Reserve Division and gave Foch the option of a further French attack at Vimy 

Ridge. I Corps War Diary for 26 May states: ‘there was no change in the situation 

and our troops consolidated the positions captured from the enemy’.147 The Battle of 

Festubert was over.
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Chapter 4: Festubert to Loos – The Strategic/Tactical Dilemma and 
the Disruption to the BEF’s Learning Process 

‘He [Kitchener] felt sure that Sir John would understand that events occurred in the 
near east and upon the Eastern line of battle of which Sir John could not have full 
knowledge; the conditions changed in the whole theatre of war, and these changes 
directly influenced and sometimes rendered nugatory promises and expectations in 
the narrower theatre’.1 (Esher) 

  

The period between the Battle of Festubert and the Battle of Loos is important to this 

study. It tells the story of why all the tactical lessons learnt at Festubert were not able 

to be harnessed and embedded into the BEF’s operational methods. It is a story of a 

clash between those in favour of adopting an approach of attrition and those faced 

with the exigency of grand strategy. It was this discord that interrupted the learning 

process. Previous chapters concerning the BEF’s artillery and infantry tactics at 

Festubert have already outlined some of the lessons learnt during the battle and how 

these were implemented during 1915 and afterwards. As was shown, these chiefly 

revolved around obtaining more and better equipment, such as the requirement for 

more heavy guns and shells for the artillery and better weaponry for the infantry, 

such as Lewis machine guns, improved trench mortars and reliable grenades. 

However there was much more going on. Documents produced by the BEF in 1915 

touch on other lessons learned from Festubert, both at the strategic and tactical 

levels, as it struggled to comprehend and unlock the deadlock. Sir William 

Robertson, as Chief of General Staff to the BEF, had his own ideas on this matter. 

Robertson, in his memoir, regarded himself as the Commander-in-Chief’s 

‘responsible adviser on all matters affecting military operations, through whom he 

exercises his functions of command, and by whom all orders issued by him will be 

signed’.2 The volume and complexity of the reports Robertson submitted during this 

time demonstrate how committed he was to supervising the BEF’s operational 
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development. There are other reports, particularly within First Army files, that offered 

a comprehensive review of the BEF’s position in mid-1915 and advised on a realistic 

strategy with the resources available. This chapter outlines some of the proposals in 

these reports, as those in charge pondered the question as how to support the 

infantry with insufficient artillery and ammunition. This included the more strategic 

question of whether attack plans should aim to ‘wear out’ the enemy or attempt to 

deeply penetrate their lines in order to gain territory.  

 

At the same time there were several factors that became obstacles to this learning 

process. The first one was that there was simply no time to sit and wait on the 

defensive. Having sustained heavy casualties at Aubers Ridge and again at 

Festubert, as well as enduring the nadir of the Shell Crisis, the logical step to take 

would have been to take stock and replenish the army with men and materiel. This 

was not to be. There were a number of reasons for this. Firstly, Britain’s Secretary of 

State for War, Lord Kitchener believed that he had an obligation to consider Britain’s 

commitment to a global strategy and offer his wholehearted support to his Russian 

and French allies. There is a suspicion that Kitchener entered into a private 

agreement with French General Joffre and therefore forced Sir John’s hand at a time 

when a better relationship could have allowed more time to implement 

improvement.3 Joffre persuaded the British Secretary of State for War to support his 

plan for further offensives in the Autumn of 1915 which he believed could encircle a 

large body of German Forces in northern France and perhaps force Germany to the 

negotiating table. This will all give context to the BEF’s operational and tactical 
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development in 1915 and explain why it was very much a case of one step forward, 

one step backward, and ‘not necessarily smooth and continuous’.4 

 

The Need to Keep up the Momentum  

Documents in First Army files show that it was not just those in charge of strategy, 

such as Kitchener and Joffre that were considering the global situation in 1915. The 

files contain two lengthy reports written in May, which are unsigned but are likely to 

have been written or requested by Robertson in his position as the BEF’s Chief of 

General Staff. These reports reveal several points about the BEF, such as how it 

was adapting to fighting in this new type of warfare and how this then affected its 

future strategy. This was discussed within the context of the global picture, 

particularly events on the Eastern Front. Monthly reports such as ‘Situation at the 

Beginning of May’ contained a comprehensive table of the total number of Allied and 

enemy troops engaged on both the Western and Eastern Fronts. The May report 

makes a strong argument that any new divisions should be sent to the Western Front 

and not to Gallipoli to make more and efficient use of them. The superior size of the 

German Army on the Eastern Front was given to support the belief that was there 

that the main efforts of the Central Powers would be focussed because: ‘the 

Russians are short of guns, rifles and ammunition and will be much more easily 

defeated now than when their deficiencies can be made good’.5 It also contains the 

following passage which shows a more realistic approach to the chances of success 

in a further offensive operation:  

It is however worth considering what we shall do if we fail to break through the 
enemy’s lines. Even if it does not entirely succeed, an effort on a large scale can 
hardly fail to disorganise the enemy’s plans and to cause anxiety as to what the 
results will be if it were repeated on another occasion. 
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This report had subtly replaced the idea of ‘breakthrough’ by a different objective for 

future attacks. The new objective was to cause Germany to bring in reinforcements 

away from the east, in order to allow the Russians greater chance of victory. It stated 

that the principal object of an attack would be to inflict a defeat on the enemy 

sufficiently serious to make him break off his operations in the east in order to hurry 

back reinforcements to: ‘re-establish the equilibrium on the Eastern Front’.6 Thus the 

aim of the Entente Powers would be to force the withdrawal of German troops from 

the Eastern Front. This would give Russia the opportunity of invading Hungary and 

would be an additional inducement to Italy and the Balkan states to accelerate their 

intervention in the war, the former having already declared war on Austria-Hungary 

on 23 April.7 The report therefore advocated the need to keep pressing the German 

army in combination with the French. The report concludes with an interesting point 

about tactics: 

The sooner a second attack is delivered, the more likely will it be to keep the initiative 
in our hands, to prevent the enemy undertaking similar operations, to oblige him to 
call for reinforcements from the East. Its effect will be much increased if it can be 
accompanied by the use of asphyxiating gases.8 

Thus, in the immediate aftermath of Festubert, the BEF and First Army were looking 

for some sort of additional weapon to make up for their deficiencies in heavy artillery. 

This report clearly demonstrates that Sir John French and his staff were in 

possession of sufficient facts to make a global assessment of the war despite Esher, 

believing that Sir John French, as Commander-in-Chief in the field, had no idea of 

the difficulties faced by the government in terms of finding men and supplies for war 

and: ‘could have no cognisance....[of what was happening in]... the whole theatre of 

war’.9  

 

                                                      
6 TNA, 158/17, ‘Situation at Beginning of May 1915’ 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 CAC, Esher Journal, 21 May 1915 
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A second report was also to bolster the argument for continued fighting on the 

Western Front. ‘The Offensive under Present Conditions’ offered a comprehensive 

analysis of the numbers of fighting troops on all sides, pointing out the greater 

strength of Entente forces on the Western Front. The conclusion, however, was: ‘this 

superiority has not proved sufficient to produce decisive results’.10 It justified any 

perceived lack of success by the BEF during their Spring attacks by referring to 

German troop movements away from the East to provide reinforcement in the West 

which contributed to a decline in the fighting ability of the German Army. This report 

referred to action at Festubert: ‘Quite recently the Germans have brought reserves 

from Alsace in to meet our attack at Festubert and that of the French at Arras’. This 

movement of troops had brought a realisation to the author that the BEF did not have 

the resources to launch a large offensive action any time soon. 

The general inference is that it is no longer sufficient to assemble superior forces at 
the front of the attack but it is necessary if a decisive result is to be obtained to be 
superior to any force to which the enemy can bring up from any theatre of war. We 
do not appear to have that superiority at present.11 

 

It acknowledged that all offensive action to date had been brought to a close 

because all reserves of ammunition had reached the safety minimum. Despite this 

the report also argued that continual fighting was necessary to prevent further 

withdrawals to the Eastern theatre and to keep the enemy ‘in a constant state of 

anxiety’.12 It concluded with: ‘no more favourable situation for offence that exists at 

present is likely to arise in the Western theatre of war’.13 This was rather woolly 

language but the fundamental message was: things will get worse if we wait. Here 

was the justification to continue the offensive. This was bolstered by a shorter report 

to Sir John French in June and signed by Sir William Robertson, stating that:  

                                                      
10 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, ‘The Offensive under Present Conditions’, 11 pages, author unknown, dated 
15 June 1915 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 
13 Ibid 
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We have available 5 divisions in the First Army, the 9th and the 12th, or a total of 7 
divisions plus 5 cavalry divisions. There would thus be a very considerable force 
available for offensive operations, subject to the requisite ammunition forthcoming, 
and this is improving. In addition it may be possible to regard one or two divisions of 
the 2nd Army available.14 

 

Robertson presented Sir John with a choice for the employment of these forces: 

either take over more trenches held by French troops, east of Amiens under General 

Castelnau in order to release six French divisions for an assault, or use those troops 

to fight at a place of their own selection. The British commander selected the latter 

option, which was likely out of a desire to retain more control of his troops whilst still 

acting in coalition with the French. This then explains the context of First Army’s 

smaller attack at Givenchy. Furthermore, just before this report, on 28 May 1915 Sir 

John ordered First Army to: ‘limit its operations to “small aggressive” threats which 

will not require much ammunition or many “troops”’.15 This was entirely in line with 

the advice he had received. This would fulfil the requirement of keeping the enemy 

‘anxious’ and requiring them to keep reserves available in this area of the Western 

front. 

 

Givenchy 15/16 June 

The attack at Givenchy was a smaller affair than Festubert. IV Corps provided 7th 

and 51st Infantry Divisions. The attack was across a relatively narrow front, with the 

aim of capturing the Rue d’Ouvert in the village, which had been one of the 

objectives of the Battle of Festubert. The attack was spearheaded by 7th Division’s 

21 Infantry Brigade with 51st Division’s 154 Infantry Brigade and supported by 1 

Battalion Grenadier Guards, 1 Canadian Battalion and 1/5th Battalion Seaforth 

Highlanders which were protecting the flanks. The Indian Corps provided their guns 

                                                      
14 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, Untitled Report to ‘Commander in Chief’, by Sir William Robertson, 18 June 
1915 
15 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 92 
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and in support was the Canadian Division. 16  Some inroad was made into German 

front line trenches at a number of places by both brigades. 21 Infantry Brigade of 7th 

Division had the most success by making about a quarter of a mile inroad into 

German held territory, opposite the hamlet of Chapelle St. Roch.17 After two days, 

further assaults were cancelled as Foch brought the Second Battle of Artois to a 

close. Givenchy was closed down having achieved no real territorial advantage on 

the BEF’s front, although once again, Sir John French had appeased his coalition 

partner by taking small-scale and limited offensive action when requested and at a 

place of his choosing. It had also served to reinforce his desire for more heavy 

artillery and shells in an effort to assist the infantry. There were also smaller 

operations carried out by Second Army at Hooge near Ypres, at the same time, in 

order to strengthen BEF positions following the Battle of Second Ypres, which 

complied with the advice being offered by Sir William Robertson.18 

 

Attrition versus Breakthrough – the Continuing Debate 

The impression given from some of the historiography concerning the BEF in the 

First World War is that it was at the planning for the Battle of the Somme where the 

senior ranks of the BEF weighed up the merits a policy of attrition against the 

likelihood of achieving a significant breakthrough of German lines. It suggests that In 

June 1916, General Rawlinson of Fourth Army advocated a policy which he called 

‘bite and hold’, which brought him into conflict with is C-in-C, Haig who desired a 

more ambitious outcome.19 It is clear from First Army files that this discussion was 

taking place a lot earlier. Indeed, immediately after Festubert and Givenchy a further 

                                                      
16 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 94, (‘Canadian Division’ later referred as 1st Canadian Division) 
17 Ibid, p. 96 
18 Ibid, pp. 97-109 
19 Middlebrook, M. The First Day of the Somme 1 July 1916, (London: Penguin, 1984 [1971]), pp 71-9, Prior & Wilson, 
Command, pp. 141-153, Philpott, W., Bloody Victory: The Sacrifice on the Somme and the Making of the Twentieth Century, 
(London: Little Brown, 2009), pp. 123-4 
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report was compiled by Sir William Robertson that examined new tactics for the BEF 

in fighting alongside the French Forces in the light of the recently gained knowledge 

of the strength of the German defences. ‘Cooperation with the French in the 

Offensive’ further demonstrated the difficulties of fighting in a coalition force.20 As 

was becoming the norm, the report took into account the artillery and ammunition 

stocks held by the BEF. An additional tactic to this phase of the operation was the 

recommendation of mining operations to exert further pressure on the German lines. 

The report weighed up the advantages and disadvantages of the ‘wearing out’ attack 

against the ‘decisive attack’. This was the most significant BEF document to date 

that assessed the value of a policy of attrition. It also has some of the hallmarks of 

the prolonged offensive at Festubert, but did not advocate this as the only course of 

action. 

The line of action indicated is to first, initiate and maintain a “wearing” attack on one 
part of the front, which will gradually draw in all the enemy’s reserves; and, then, after 
this end has believed to have been attained, to launch a decisive attack at some 
other section of the enemy’s defences with a view to breaking through. 21  

This report pointed out that in order to prevent the threat of enfilade fire from the 

‘elastic’ defences of the German Army then any offensive action was required to be 

taken on a wide front. It made the point that only the French Army had the resources 

to make a decisive attack on a scale required to make any real breakthrough, but the 

BEF could assist by engaging in a wearing out attack on a flank.22 This would be 

more successful if the ‘wearing out’ phase was carried out at several places at once 

across the whole of the Western Front, to draw in the whole of the enemy’s reserves. 

Crucial to events later, it suggested that the French ‘Military Authorities’ should be 

consulted in order to ascertain if they placed more importance to the reduction of the 

enemy’s reserves or they wanted greater assistance in the ‘decisive attack’. If the 

                                                      
20 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, ‘Co-operation with the French in the Offensive’, dated 19 June 1915 
21 Ibid 
22 Ibid 
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latter was true and subject to the right conditions, the British could assist ‘possibly 

with the aid of gas.’23 It went onto to suggest: ‘from our point of view after our 

experience of attacking alongside the French, it appears likely that a separate 

operation would be more satisfactory’.24 This report was prefaced by a covering 

memorandum from Major Sidney Clive as Head of the British Mission at GQG. This 

asked for Sir John to consider a question which he quoted from ‘the French’: ‘will the 

Field Marshal be prepared to co-operate in this attack with one third of his force (7 

[divisions] out of 22)? There is room for 5 divisions in first line on our left, with two 

divisions in reserve’.25 No report demonstrated more vividly the dilemma that was 

created for the BEF’s Commander-in-Chief. On the one hand it recommended that, 

given the resources available, a more supportive role to the French Army should be 

undertaken, yet at the same time it suggested that the BEF should consult with GQG 

to see if they wanted them to attack in a ‘decisive’ manner and then independently if 

they did. Robertson showed less faith in the ability of the BEF to fight in a ‘decisive’ 

method when writing privately. In the event that ammunition was not forthcoming he 

stated: ‘then we had better get into our holes and stay there and see what the 

French can do’.26 

 

The strategic difficulties facing Sir John French were reinforced by the conclusions of 

Anglo-French conference of 19/20 June 1915 when representatives of GHQ and 

GQG and the Ministers of Munitions of both countries met at Boulogne. One of the 

main and crucial conclusions was that: 

an offensive on the Western Front, if it was to have a reasonable chance of success, 
would have to be delivered on a continuous front of twenty-five miles, with a force of 

                                                      
23 TNA, WO 158/17, ‘Co-operation with the French in the Offensive’  
24 Ibid 
25 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, Notes for paper C (a) on Paper 19/6, signed G. S. Clive 
26 LHCMA, Robertson Papers, 7/2/23, Robertson to Callwell, 31 May 1915 
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not less than thirty-six divisions, supported by 1,150 heavy guns and howitzers, and 
the normal complement of field artillery.27 
  

In the context given ‘heavy guns and howitzers’ referred to artillery pieces of 6-inch 

calibre or greater. At that time it was estimated that the BEF were in possession of 

71 such guns with the French having approximately 350. It was also estimated that 

the BEF would not be armed with a sufficient proportion of heavy guns and 

ammunition to support such an attack until at least the spring of 1916. Therefore the 

overall conclusion was that, until then, it was preferable to remain ‘on the active 

defensive in the Western theatre of war’.28  

 

There is a striking similarity between the strategic advice given to Sir John French 

and that that was being recommended to General Joffre from two of his senior 

generals. Both General Foch and General Pétain were arguing against a large-scale 

offensive. Foch, in particular was sceptical about the chances completely breaking 

through the German lines. 

Under the circumstances now prevailing and in the presence of an enemy defensive 
system long since established, it seems wise not to base all our hopes upon on the 
possibility of breaking through, or risk all our available reserves in the attempt to 
effect a victorious and decisive piercing of the line by mere force of numbers. On the 
contrary, our plan should be directed toward the conquest of certain dominant points 
of the line; each one of our attacks should have a distinct object, and whose 
accomplishment would lead to a further result.29  

 

Foch continued to believe that the capture of the Vimy Ridge, as a limited objective, 

was the correct course of action and he could see no ‘dominant points’ in the 

Champagne region that would bring tactical advantage, yet he loyally followed 

Joffre’s orders. At the same time General Phillipe Pétain, having just been given 

command of Second Army, was in the process of writing a 125-page report which 

advocated methods where offensive action was broken into four distinct phases and 
                                                      
27 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, pp. 115-117, Lloyd,  Loos 1915, p. 35 
28 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 117 
29 Foch, Memoirs of Marshal Foch, p. 236, Goya, Flesh and Steel, p. 156 
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the enemy defences worn down ‘methodically’, which would be another 

recommendation for the ‘attrition’ approach.30  

 

Further Pressure from General Joffre 

As the attacks at Givenchy and Hooge were taking place, Sir John French was 

already aware that a much bigger operation was being planned, having received a 

memorandum from General Joffre.31 Joffre had been planning the Third Artois and 

Champagne offensives and the setting up of three new army groups under Generals 

Foch in the north, Dubail in the east, and Castelnau in the centre. By committing 53 

divisions into two simultaneous attacks, he was attempting to encircle three German 

armies that were based in the Noyon Salient.32 The crucial point was that this bulge 

in the German line was supplied by a railway line from Meziere to Hirson, which 

enabled the Germans to quickly reinforce and re-supply anywhere in this sector of 

northern France. Joffre had considerable experience in the strategic value of 

railways having been appointed to Director of the Services De L’Arrière (the Rear 

Services) in 1910. He later stated: 'I had already arrived at the conviction that in a 

modern war of masses the true strategic instrument of the Commander-in-Chief 

would be the railway.’33 The Autumn campaigns of the French army were not just 

about liberating a large swathe of French territory they were aimed breaking the 

German Army’s line of communication. Therefore it was General Ferdinand Foch in 

charge of Groupe d'armées du Nord and the French Tenth Army commander, Victor 

D’Urbal, that were closest to British First Army Commander, General Haig and both 

were to put pressure on the BEF High Command to commit large numbers of troops 

                                                      
30 Greenhalgh, The French Army and the First World War, p. 117 
31 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 113 
32 See map below 
33 Terraine, J., ‘‘General Joffre’ The 1994 Presidential Address, delivered by the Honorary President John Terraine’, Western 
Front Association website, [Online], accessed 10-02-2019, <https://www.westernfrontassociation.com/world-war-i-
articles/general-joffre-the-1994-presidential-address-delivered-by-the-honorary-president-john-terraine> 
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to the forthcoming Autumn offensives. Joffre could argue that he now had three 

whole army groups involved which would increase the pressure on the BEF to assist 

with attacks of more than two divisions at a time, as it had at Festubert.  

 

  Map showing Anglo-French operations of 1915 in the context of the Western Front 1914-18 

 

The difficulties faced by the BEF in attacking at Loos, an area dominated by 

peacetime mining operations and slagheaps, are well documented.34 The area was 

selected by Foch and Joffre agreed with him. Sir John, on learning Joffre’s 

intentions, had informed him that in his opinion that: ‘any attack south of La Bassée 

canal as would culminate in the seizure and possession of the hills which command 

Lens is very improbable.’35 British documents of the period suggest that the penny 

dropped with Sir John as to what was and was not possible given the strength of his 

forces in line with the conclusions of the Boulogne Conference. By early August, Sir 

                                                      
34 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, pp. 144-8 gives the best description of the terrain faced by First Army 
35 Lloyd, Loos 1915, p. 37 
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John tried to limit First Army’s operations in assisting the French Tenth Army by: 

‘neutralising the enemy’s artillery and by holding the infantry on its front’.36 Thus Sir 

John was effectively offering Joffre the support of his artillery without the 

commitment of an infantry assault. As at Givenchy, the British Commander in Chief 

was assisting the French but limiting the scale of that assistance. By August, BEF 

staff officers also recommended limited objectives for the proposed offensive. 

This offensive may be one in prolongation of a French attack with the object of 
widening a gap in the German line, or an attack not in immediate touch with the 
French whose primary object is a demonstration of force with the object of drawing 
hostile forces from a main French effort.37 

 

Yet by the next month, General Sir Douglas Haig had to modify his plans to an all-

out infantry attack, using two corps of infantry and virtually all the artillery available to 

him, which amounted to the largest BEF offensive on the Western Front to date. 

Again, the object was an attempt at breaking through the German lines. It seemed 

that all the lessons learned at Festubert and the all the recommendations of General 

Robertson’s June reports were now ignored. Correspondence between General 

Joffre and Sir John French shows that the latter had initially wanted to adopt a 

realistic approach in line with the capabilities of his forces, but quickly changed his 

mind. It was U-turn in approach. This change was brought about by a three day visit 

by Lord Kitchener, who arrived in France on 16 August. The British Official History 

alludes to a private meeting between Lord Kitchener and Joffre that day in which the 

former agreed to the British attack at Loos to support the French in a ‘large and 

powerful offensive with the maximum forces available’38. 

 

 

                                                      
36 IWM, Wilson Papers, HHW 2/79/35, French to Joffre 10 August 1915 
37 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, ‘Appreciation in August, 16 August 1915, based on a paper prepared by 
General Macdonogh’ 
38 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, pp. 124-125 
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The Dominance of Strategy over Tactical Learning 

The context of this lack of support for Sir John at a crucial point in the experiential 

learning process of the BEF needs to be understood in order to appreciate the 

position in which he found himself during the summer and autumn of 1915.  

The publicity of the Shell Crisis had an intensely negative effect on the relationship 

between Lord Kitchener and Sir John French, immediately after the Battle of 

Festubert. It can be argued that Kitchener strengthened his resolve to control the 

BEF’s strategy on the Western Front during this period. This was to weaken Sir 

John’s ability to learn the lessons from the Spring Offensives as he was pushed into 

a type of offensive that went against the advice given to him. The British Official 

History gives some acknowledgement of how Kitchener prioritised the strategic aims 

of the allies over the time required for the BEF to re-equip and learn after Festubert. 

This also reaffirms the conclusions of the report ‘The Offensive under Present 

Conditions’ 

Under pressure from Lord Kitchener at home due to the general position of the Allies, 
and from Generals Joffre and Foch in France, due to the local situation in France, the 
British Commander-in Chief was therefore compelled to undertake operations before 
he was ready, over ground that was most unfavourable, against the better judgement 
of himself and General Haig, and …with no more than a quarter of the troops, 9 
divisions instead of 36, that he considered necessary for a successful attack.39  

 

Biographers of Kitchener, such as George Cassar, gloss over this situation in 

support of their subject implying that he had no choice to wholeheartedly support the 

French to take pressure off Russia and also to avoid a ‘disastrous rupture’ with 

France.40 It was also during this period that Joffre learned about Kitchener’s 1914 

instructions to Sir John French that his command was ‘an independent one’ despite 

Joffre’s wishes to be effectively commander in chief of both forces, so this can also 

be seen a form of appeasement by Kitchener to Joffre. 

                                                      
39 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 129 
40 Cassar, Kitchener’s War, pp. 218-219 
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One can conclude from examining the various reports circulating within British GHQ 

and First Army that in the period immediately after The Battle of Festubert, a 

thorough review took place of the resources and operational methods of both the 

BEF and French Army, as well as a global assessment of the war. Many of the 

recommendations of this work were ignored due to the perceived exigencies of 

grand strategy by those in higher authority. It was this that prevented more lessons 

gained from Festubert to be put in place for future offensive action. 
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Chapter 5: The BEF’s Lessons from Festubert and the OHL 
Perspective  
 

‘The offensive spirit and self-sacrifice of the infantry was great, if not greater 
than ever, and although there were no fresh divisions to relieve the tired ones, 
success was judged to be a matter of persistence’. 41 British Official History  

 
Despite the strategic/tactical dilemma that occurred in late 1915 there were still many 

areas of performance and tactics that senior British officers could analyse and write 

about. At GHQ there were reports written and circulated by Sir William Robertson, as 

Chief of General Staff to the BEF, as well as a number of reports that were 

circulating within First Army and I Corps during this period. The report of Lieutenant 

Colonel Gathorne Hardy, Staff Officer, Grade I to 7th Division of 23 May 1915 

contained lessons learnt directly from the Battle of Festubert. It addressed the 

problem of how to bring in those reinforcements already allocated to the battlefield 

and feed them into the ongoing attack. He identified that 2nd Division had 

experienced certain problems in their trenches during 15 May, particularly with the 

massing of reinforcing battalions in the front line. Gathorne Hardy realised that the 

process needed to be undertaken in a way that the waiting troops were not blocking 

up front line trenches and thereby obstructing those engaged in conveying wounded, 

delivering messages or moving ammunition. He also noted that keeping 

reinforcements in congested areas close to the battlefield put them at risk of 

suffering heavy casualties from enemy artillery. Gathorne Hardy’s suggested solution 

was to send troops up to the front line a company at a time from safe positions at the 

rear. This had the advantage that they could be allocated to assist wherever they 

were required, not necessarily to support the battalion they were originally allocated 

to. Thus, if a battalion on either flank was ‘checked’ whilst the one they were 

allocated to support was making progress, then they should move in support of the 

                                                      
41 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 78 
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flank. This relied upon flexibility in the plans of the Brigadier General and as 

Gathorne Hardy noted: ‘the initiative and tactical sense of Battalion Commanders’.42  

 

Further experimentation had occurred with attacking formations within the Canadian 

Division during their attacks at Festubert on 21 May. Brigadier General Turner, using 

his experience gained from Second Ypres, ordered the 14th and 16th Battalions to 

attack in ‘an open formation as possible’, in an effort to reduce casualties.43 

Robertson too had his own ideas at a tactical level as he pondered the question as 

how to support the infantry with insufficient artillery and ammunition and 

recommending some novel methods to get around the problem. For example, he 

advocated shortening the distance of No-Man’s-Land, in order to rush the enemy, 

instead of waiting for the effects of the pre-attack bombardment. This would be 

achieved by the digging ‘flying saps’, which could then be worked into attack 

positions just prior to the attack and then the old front line could be used as ‘forming 

up’ trenches’.44 Whilst this was a reasonable idea in principle, it would require an 

inordinate amount of preparation for larger attacks and would not go unnoticed by 

the enemy, thus losing the element of surprise. This advice was largely ignored.45 

This continual process of modifying tactics demonstrates that the ethos of the BEF at 

the time encouraged learning in the field.  

 

The Night Attack and its Future Use 

It is difficult to find detailed analysis of the night operations amongst First Army files, 

similar to the report by Haking’s report on artillery following the Battle of Aubers 

                                                      
42 TNA, WO 95/1651, 20 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, Untitled Report of Lt. Col. Gathorne Hardy, 23 May 1915 
43 National Archives of Canada [NAC], RG 9, v.4011, File 8, ’Diary of Operations, 3rd Canadian Infantry Brigade May 7 – May 
31’, quoted in Rawling, B., Surviving Trench Warfare, 1992), p. 42 
44 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, Untitled Report to ‘Commander in Chief’, by Sir William Robertson,18 June, 
1915 
45 There are examples where this method was used later on in the war, albeit on a smaller scale, such as during the night 
operations during the Somme Offensive, see p. 191 
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Ridge discussed in Chapter 3 above. By its very nature this sort of attack could not 

be observed from a safe vantage point, so this is perhaps not surprising. Brigadier 

General Chichester’s report of 21 May: ‘Report on Operations of 15th, 16th and 17th 

May 1915’, was meant for distribution across his 2nd Division.46 It contains not only a 

summary of 5 Infantry Brigade’s role at Festubert but sixteen learning points for 

future attacks, particularly in relation to fighting at night. Examples include where to 

store stretchers prior to an assault, as well as the best use of flares in such 

operations.47 These suggestions were only minor in nature and did not suggest 

major modification to future battle plans, but they were useful none the less. The 

report’s first two points expressed the difficulties in communicating with troops that 

had gone forward and subsequent delays in passing orders as: ‘telephone 

communications nearly always break down and cannot be relied on’.48 Chichester’s 

recommendation was to use messengers or ‘runners’. Chichester had this to say 

about issuing the attacking troops with fresh orders: [if] ‘it is necessary to issue 

orders for a new attack, e.g., against a tactical point that is holding up a further 

advance, a Brigade Commander should give at least three-hours’ notice to Battalion 

Commanders in this present state of trench warfare’.49 Chichester was scathing of 

the BEF’s artillery and the lack of accuracy. He stated: ‘I received constant and daily 

reports of bad shooting, and there were besides, a considerable number of 

prematures. I consider that there is nothing that so adversely affects the morale of 

the troops than being shot by their own artillery’.50 Chichester also pointed out the 

problem of trying to keep the attacking troops in touch with each other, as 

recommended by doctrine. He stated that: ‘if an attack fails and supports have 

                                                      
46 TNA, WO 95/1343, 5 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, ‘2nd Division Report on Operations 15th  16th and 17th May, 1915’, Brig. 

Gen. Chichester, 21 May 1915. A summary of all 16 points is shown as Appendix 3 
47 Ibid 
48 Ibid  
49 Ibid 
50 Ibid 
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closed up to take the places of those lines gone forward when the latter recoil the 

trenches are overcrowded’.51 Reading this report, it is easy to realise why 

commanders of future operations would be put off by the idea of launching a large-

scale night operation. The prospect of having to incorporate three-hour gaps, in the 

event of modifying an attack plan and the realisation that support troops were 

required to be further back than desired, cannot have made such attacks an 

appealing prospect. This directly opposed the idea that night attacks were meant to 

be dynamic, fast moving enterprises to catch the enemy forces off guard, as 

espoused by Rawlinson before the war.  

 

The varied success of the attacking brigades at Festubert had demonstrated just 

how complex it was to command such an attack, once commenced, and how the 

success of each formation relied heavily on that of its neighbours. The BEF now 

faced the prospect of reinforcement from the Territorial Force and New Army 

divisions and neither would be regarded as suitable to carry out or even support 

such an attack. It has been convincingly argued that it was only really the regular 

battalions with heroic reputations to preserve, that carried on with the practice of 

night time trench raids in order to stamp their authority on No-Man’s-Land, seek out 

intelligence and possibly take prisoners. In fact it was such battalions of the 2nd 

Division that had gained useful experience for Festubert by carrying out such raids 

before the operation.52 Another night attack was planned and organised by Major 

General Walter Congreve of 6th Division and won back an area of the Hooge 

Chateau at Ypres, in August 1915. This was carried out by using a series of 

deceptive barrages right up until the moment of attack and the enemy was quickly 

                                                      
51 TNA, WO 95/1343, 5 Infantry Brigade HQ War Diary, ‘2nd Division Report on Operations’ 
52 Jones, S., ‘The Crucible of War: Adaptation and Development of the British Army on the Western Front, 1915, Article for 
Australian Chief of Army History Conference 2017, p. 106, [Online], accessed 21/06/ 2019, < https://www.army.gov.au/our-
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rushed in the darkness.53 This was only possible due to the excellent planning and 

effective cooperation between the artillery and infantry.  

 

A Blueprint for the Somme and 1918 

It is noteworthy that divisions with a proven track record were chosen for the next 

large-scale night attack by the BEF, which occurred on 14 July 1916 during the 

Battle of the Somme, (1 July 1916 -18 November 1916). The attack, part of the 

Battle of Bazentin Ridge, has since been seen as one of the success stories of the 

battle. 18th, 9th, 3rd and 7th Divisions were selected and managed to capture 

Trones Woods and many German second line trenches that originally had been part 

of the objectives of 1 July. Attacking troops managed to crawl undetected across No-

Man’s-Land and await the cessation of an extremely powerful British barrage, of 

more than 1, 000 guns, focussed on a target area that equated to just five per cent of 

its targets of 1 July.54 The attack of 14 July 1916 demonstrated to the senior 

command of the BEF that with correct planning and support, well executed night 

attacks could work, the reasons for its success being: ‘the achievement of surprise 

and sensible infantry tactics, artillery provided the key to the seizure of the Bazentin 

Ridge’.55 Thus the attack of 14 July 1916 demonstrated to the senior command of 

the BEF that with correct planning and support, well executed night attacks could 

work. Unfortunately this kind of firepower was not available in 1915.  

 

Following this success it might be expected that this type of operation was taken on 

as a primary method of attack, but soon afterwards, a similar operation on the night 

of 22/23 July 1916, failed badly. The troops in this attack were not as prepared and 
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little time to plan. The artillery bombardment has been described as ‘inadequate’.56 

The BEF appeared to be back to square one. The introduction of the tank to the 

army’s arsenal of weapons was another factor dissuading commanders against 

further attacks at night. The operating conditions of tanks were proving difficult 

enough to master in daylight, let alone during the dim light of dawn.  

 

The BEF had to wait until late 1918 when it had truly perfected the art of a successful 

night attack. The story of the 46th (North Midland) Division in the last 100 days 

campaign demonstrates how the method was perfected using the last hours of 

darkness to surprise the enemy. An attack on village of Andigny on 16 October is a 

good example: ‘aeroplane photographs had supplied material for very complete 

maps of the German defences…a heavy preliminary bombardment dealt with all 

known strong-points’.57 Effective command was maintained throughout the attack 

assisted by brigade headquarters being connected with battalions holding the front to 

the west of the wood by both cable and wireless. 58 Thus it can be said that the night 

attack at Festubert and its lessons contributed to the eventual successful formula 

that would be applied in the last hundred days of the war. The planners of that attack 

and Horne should be commended with trying a complicated attack method in the 

hope of gaining quick success and reducing casualties, particularly after the failure of 

Aubers Ridge. 

 

The Difficulties of the Sustained Battle 

In terms of improving its battle effectiveness, perhaps the greatest challenge facing 

the BEF, in late 1915 was how to effectively lead and support the larger, more 
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complex forces being used to conduct offensive action. This was an area of 

expertise that was learned very slowly during the First World War, and became 

known as the operational level. Festubert was the BEF’s first sustained attack, over 

several days, where an attempt was made for one division to leapfrog another. 

Previous chapters have shown that those brigades from the divisions that joined in 

the attack mid-battle, such as those from the Canadian Division and 47th Division did 

not achieve the same success as those of 2nd and 7th Divisions. There were many 

hurdles to overcome before this technique was perfected, as in the Hundred Days 

campaign of 1918. One historian has suggested the reason for the sluggish nature of 

this learning process was the fact that it would require at least five distinct ‘bounds’ 

of attacking troops to truly pierce the enemy positions, a leap which was beyond the 

view of the ‘unrealistic pessimism of the infantrymen’59. As Festubert was taking 

place Sir John French wrote:  ‘Experience also shows that to take advantage of an 

initial success a constant stream of fresh troops is essential, as such operations 

involve very severe and exhausting fighting and are necessarily protracted’.60 The 

reasons proved to be more complicated than that. It was not just a case of getting 

more divisions to the Western Front. The BEF faced both organisational problems 

and a lack of personnel with the necessary expertise to manage the process. 

  

The Need for the Growth of Corps Command 

At Festubert divisions were used from different corps, and regular divisions were 

supplemented with Territorial and Imperial formations as the battle continued. It was 

noted in an earlier chapter that the reports of divisional staff officers such as 

Gathorne Hardy had tried to remedy some of the ground-level logistical issues this 

                                                      
59 Griffith, Battle Tactics, p. 33 
60 LHCMA, Robertson Papers, 3/1/1, French to Army Council 17 May 1915 



 

197 

 

raised, such as the extra congestion in front line and communication trenches.  Yet 

as the battle unfolded the command and control function of I Corps, (and later IV 

Corps) and its small number of staff could not cope with the increasing demands of 

conducting these larger operations.61 This had implications for the role of Corps 

command. The question as to the function and role of Corps were still unclear before 

the war began. In 1913 the Haldane reforms had given rise to the BEF being divided 

into six divisions and these theoretically formed three ‘army corps.’ However their 

function at this time was once described as: ‘to act simply as a conduit or post-box, 

through which orders would pass on their way from GHQ to the divisions’.62 It was 

felt that divisions offered the commander the right size of unit to mobilise and 

manoeuvre quickly. It has been said that: ‘the corps was a level of command with 

which the British army was almost wholly unfamiliar, and given its ‘small-war’ 

tradition and aptitude this is not surprising.’ 63 Sir James Edmonds further described 

the lack of planning for corps, in not being fully embedded into the command 

structure, once war commenced.  

It was not originally intended to have any immediate echelon between the General 
Headquarters of the British Expeditionary Force and the six divisions. The decision to 
forms corps was – in order to conform to the French organisation – was made 
immediately on the formal appointment on mobilisation of Field Marshal Sir John 
French as Commander-in-Chief. Thus it happened that two out of the three corps 
staff had to be improvised.64 

 

Edmonds was incorrect in this regard as corps-sized units had operated before the 

war in exercises, albeit titled ‘1st  Army’ etc., so this caused some confusion when 

the BEF started using ‘Army’ as a formation, having split into two such units in 

December 1914. At this time it was still getting to grip with the role of ‘Corps’ and its 
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function.65 Further adding to this confused picture was the ad-hoc creation of 

formations called ‘Forces’, which amounted to the grouping of divisions and spare 

infantry brigades together, under the leadership of one of the respective 

commanders. This method was used twice at Festubert. Prior to this a ‘Force’ 

formation had been used during defensive action at Second Ypres on 28 April 1915, 

when Lieutenant General Plumer had taken control of various brigades from the 

Indian Lahore Division, the 1st Canadian Division and the newly arrived British 27th 

and 28th Divisions, known as ‘Plumer’s Force’. This had been undertaken in an effort 

to shore up the British lines east of Ypres that were subject of continuous attacks, 

but it may also have been an attempt to by Sir John French to wrestle units away 

from the commander of Second Corps, Smith-Dorrien, as their relationship became 

increasingly fractious.66 During the early phases of Festubert, Sir John French 

attempted to establish a reserve to the south of the place of attack, made up of 

infantry brigades of his regular 1st Division and the Territorial 47th (London) Division, 

placed under the Londoners’ GOC, Major General Barter, known as ‘Barter’s 

Force’67 and in the latter phase of the battle, the 51st (Highland) Division had joined 

forces with the Canadian Division to become ‘Alderson’s Force’.68 After Festubert the 

role of ‘Force’ was largely discontinued other than as an emergency measure in 

Middle East in 1918.69 As earlier chapters have shown, it had not particularly 

assisted I Corps in its handling of it constituent divisions. The role of Corps was now 

to play an increasingly dominant role in both command and administrative level to 

                                                      
65 Batten, S., Futile Exercise? The British Army's Preparations for War 1902-1914, (Solihull: Helion, 2018) 
66 Powell, G., Plumer The Soldiers’ General, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 1990 [2004]), pp. 119-124, Rawson, A., British 
Expeditionary Force The 1915 Campaign, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2015), pp. 72-3 
67 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 48 
68  Ibid, p. 73 
69 ‘Chaytor’s Force’, was a similar sized unit formed in Palestine August 1918 under the command of Major General Edward 
Chaytor 



 

199 

 

control the greater number of troops used involved in battle and this needed the right 

personnel in support. 

 

The Urgent Requirement for Expertise 

The sustained battle required the writing of detailed operational orders to get troops 

where they needed to be with the right equipment and supplies. If they were required 

to attack they had to be fed beforehand and ordered to a place close enough to be 

able to join a battle at short notice, yet safe and under cover in the meantime. 

Similarly, the troop of the divisions that were being replaced required detailed 

instructions of when and where to leave the battlefield, in a manner that would not 

congest the communication trenches being used to supply their replacements. 

Another important requirement was the planning of renewed bombardments to assist 

the next wave of assaulting troops, with the possibility of moving the artillery forward 

to new positions depending on the infantry success. Where a number of divisions 

were involved in operations then the Corps level of command was the most 

appropriate for the command and control function. This all required a growth in 

number of staff officers and in increase in their responsibilities. There are some good 

examples in 1915 which demonstrate that the BEF and Canadian forces were 

lacking in appropriately skilled men to undertake the staff work required of the larger 

units. Sir John French had described I Corps commander Monro as: ‘his best Corps 

Commander’ in April 1915.70 Monro had done his best in the circumstances with 

what he had.71 As was seen at Festubert there were breakdowns in communication 

when troops of 7th Division were shelled by their own guns and there were problems 

in getting orders written and delivered to forward units in the later attacks. One 
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problem was that many brigadier generals and majors that were ‘Staff College’ 

qualified, (psc for ‘passed staff college’), had been sent back to Britain to help 

organise and train the New Army divisions. A good example of this was shown when 

Alderson did not have enough qualified staff to function with a Corps HQ. He 

therefore had to use Romer, his General Staff Officer, Grade 1 [GSO1], Operations, 

to also perform the duties as his Brigadier General, General Staff [BGGS]. This 

meant that staff work in the Canadian 1st Division suffered as it was left with one 

person whose experience amounted to: ‘a brief stint as GSO2’.72 This led to 

confusion and problems getting the right artillery support for attacks by 2 Infantry 

Brigade, enough ammunition at the right places and little time to organise 

reconnaissance before an attack on 20 May which was requested with less than five 

hours’ warning.73  

 

This lack of the relevant experience was rectified as far as operational conditions 

would allow as the war went on, but it had not been helped by the fact that at the 

war’s outbreak the two staff colleges at Camberley and Quetta had been closed 

down. The problem was largely overcome by a system of ad-hoc arrangements, 

where potential staff officers spent time on secondment or with mentors and some 

divisions, including 1st Division, devised their courses for junior officers to learn the 

skills of ‘A’ (operations) and ‘Q’ (quartermaster) branches.74 By early 1916 all career 

progression within senior staff ranks incorporated a six week attachment to Corps 

operational staff. In fact some promotions were held up until this condition had been 

satisfied.75 This would go some way at least to improve things. Plumer is an example 
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of an Army commander who had worked out some of the functions of good Corps 

command from his own experience whilst at Second Ypres. He made sure that 

withdrawals, if required, were carefully planned and coordinated, that there was 

adequate supplies of water in the right places, as well as food and stores within easy 

reach of fighting units. As Corps had taken control of the heavy artillery he insisted 

that fire plans be coordinated with the assistance of the RFC. He personally 

inspected the preparation of new defensive positions and insisted on the preparation 

of operational plans to cope with emergencies. Plumer also encouraged the training 

of troops when the opportunity arose.76 

 

The Battles of Second Ypres and Festubert had pointed the way forward for the 

requirement for effective leaders and good staff officers at Corps level. The attack at 

Givenchy in June had not really tested IV Corps due to the relatively small units 

involved, but later at Loos there is evidence of poor Corps command and that the 

role of Corps had not got to grips with its responsibilities, particularly in terms of the 

coordination of divisions within a Corps’ sector. XI Corps, at Loos under Haking 

received criticism for not clearing routes for the newly arriving troops, the 

reinforcements of 21st and 24th Divisions. This delayed their ability to support the 

attacks and keep up the ‘tempo’ that Haig required, as stipulated in FSR,77 At the 

time, Haking passed on the blame to the divisions themselves for ‘poor march 

discipline’.78 The same issues were prevalent later on in the same battle, with the 

arrival of the 46th (North Midland) Division during the night of 12 October, which 

meant that troops arrived tired with no time to eat properly before being thrown into 
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offensive action.79 It took until late 1917 for the role of Corps to be worked out to truly 

provide effective support in offensive action, particularly as the Corps level gained 

more control of artillery.80 Only then could the effective leapfrogging process take 

place. The story of the breaking of the Hindenburg Line and the sheer number of 

meticulously planned operations, one conducted immediately after the other during 

the last 100 days of the war, demonstrates how long it took for the BEF to perfect the 

art.81 Festubert was the first step in the process. 

 

The Growth of Operational Doctrine 

There were a number of military pamphlets that began circulating through the BEF 

from late 1914 onwards. These sources reveal that a culture of learning was taking 

place and the experience of actual combat was being recorded for the benefit of 

inexperienced commanders. The BEF upon going to war had relied on Field Service 

Regulations, Parts 1 and 2, which had been written in 1909 and promoted by Haig in 

his previous role as General Officer Commanding Aldershot Command. FSR 

provided a set of principles to manage an army in wartime and conduct operations. 

They have been described by modern historians as ‘models of clarity’,82 but also as: 

‘a set of general principles for application by trained and experienced officers, which 

specifically avoided going into too much detail’.83 FSR provided a sound set of 

instructions for operations in combat situations, but they reflected the battle 

conditions expected before the First World War, including mobile warfare with an 

over-reliance on cavalry to scout forward or support infantry in offensive action, more 
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akin to colonial warfare. They certainly did not provide the solution to unlocking the 

deadlock of trench warfare, nor did they account for new weapons such as poison 

gas. Therefore it became obvious that supplementary doctrine was required. Sir 

Douglas Haig clearly acknowledged this, but also stuck doggedly to his belief that 

FSR were the foundations upon which to build. He was to later quote FSR and 

comment that some of the BEF’s achievements in 1918 were down to: 

a surprising number of very capable generals.....and to their ‘sound military 
knowledge built up of study and practice until it has become instinct’, and to a steady 
adherence to the principles of our FSR Part I are our successes chiefly to be 
attributed.84 

 

It is a testament to the resourcefulness of BEF Commanders, supported by their 

Stationery Office, that supplementary doctrine, in pamphlet form, was written and 

circulated in their thousands across the BEF in their effort to supplement FSR with 

additional advice. The initial stock were called ‘CDS’ and published by the War 

Office’s Central Distribution Centre in London before becoming ‘Stationery Service’ 

pamphlets bearing the prefix ‘SS’ in their title, once the BEF had the advantage of a 

large printing works in France.85 It seems that the general aim was to either deal with 

specific problems, such as ‘Reports on the Subject of German “Flammenwerfer”’ (SS 

71, [1915]), or provide more general advice in fighting methods, (e.g. ‘Notes on the 

Tactical Employment of Machine Guns and Lewis Guns’ (CDS 36, [June 1915]). The 

growth in the number of these pamphlets reflected the desire of the senior command 

of the BEF to provide its officers with the benefit of lessons learnt from participation 

in battle. The year 1915 saw 1 SS and 10 CDS pamphlets written and circulated. 

The SS 23 document, ‘Preliminary Deductions, for Instruction, from Recent 

Engagements’, was issued widely across the BEF in November 1915 and also took 
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into account lessons passed on by the French Army, therefore demonstrating that 

the British commanders were open minded about other methods.86 CDS 28: ‘Notes 

on Artillery Observation from Kite Balloons’, published in July 1915, was another 

pamphlet using direct experience from Festubert. This recommended various 

standard signalling procedures to relay information, such as Morse buzzers and 

lamps or semaphore arms and flags if telephone cables were unavailable. The 

number of pamphlets produced increased by year, for example in 1916 the figure 

rose to 21 SS pamphlets and 3 CDS, then 30 SS pamphlets by 1917 (although some 

were updated versions of earlier documents).87 This period was before the 

introduction of SS 135, ‘Instructions for the Training of Divisions for Offensive Action’ 

and SS 143, ‘Instructions for the Training of Platoons for Offensive Action’, 

(considered as ‘vitally important’), 88 but it is fair to say but these preliminary 

pamphlets, which included lessons learnt at Festubert, were very much part of this 

codification process.  

  

The Need for Better Weaponry 

It was apparent, particularly during the last phases of the attack that the BEF 

suffered from further problems with its equipment. There were more problems with 

the Ross Rifle. It was reported that during 25 and 26 May the weapons ‘jammed 

badly in the Flanders mud.’89 The BEF also spent the last few months of 1915 

reviewing other weapons in its arsenal such as lighter machine guns, grenades and 

trench mortars to improve the fighting prowess of the BEF. The Official History has 
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pointed out the efforts of the BEF to arm the infantry with a more mobile machine 

gun than the Vickers, with the first issue of Lewis guns to the infantry, one per 

infantry battalion in six selected divisions being supplied on the 14 July 1915.90 

Despite these guns weighing 26 pounds, they were 12 pounds lighter than the 

Vickers and did not require the heavy tripod and water cooling jacket of the latter.91 

The Lewis was initially treated with some scepticism by the infantry but soon found to 

be a very effective weapon, being quickly adopted in much greater numbers as the 

war went on, becoming an integral part of any infantry assault, where: ‘the real 

potential breakthrough in tactics that it represented lay more in providing covering 

fire within the front line of attack, and suppressing enemy pillboxes while the assault 

troops moved forward’.92 The provision of this weapon in increasing numbers truly 

was a way of getting more firepower to advancing troops and has been seen to be a 

real asset in improving infantry tactics.93 Sir John French can be commended for 

supporting the supply of Lewis guns to the BEF. He wrote to Kitchener as early as 9 

May 1915 stating: ‘it cannot be looked upon as a substitute for the Maxim or Vickers 

gun...it would however, be a very valuable addition to the firepower of a unit, 

especially in the attack’.94 In the meantime, Sir William Robertson advocated the 

value of using numbers of Vickers collectively, as a support weapon for the infantry. 

His suggestion below was a step towards their use by a specialist unit: the Machine 

Gun Corps, which was formed in October 1915. The day after operations at 

Festubert ceased he stated rather prophetically:  

Although Machine Gun Companies do not form part of our permanent organisation, it 
is a recognized principle that machine guns should be brigaded whenever the 
circumstances require it. These guns must not be regarded too rigidly as forming part 
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of any particular battalion, but should be freely used in whatever manner and place is 
demanded by the situation.95 

 

Senior commanders were committed to improving the weapons arsenal of their 

troops. However, it was not an easy task for an inventor to get a decent prototype of 

a weapon commissioned into full production and distributed across the British and 

Imperial forces. June 1915 was the month that the BEF set up the ‘Inventions 

Committee’ to look at innovation in weapons and equipment and introduce some 

standardisation across the two armies. This specialist unit was composed of officers 

of the General Staff, Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers96 and over the next four 

years oversaw the trial and experiments with hand and rifle grenades, trench 

mortars, flares, land-mines, delay action fuzes, catapults, smoke producers, body 

armour, armour piercing bullets, apparatus for the destruction of wire, anti tank 

defences, aeroplane height finders and optical instruments [which] compromised of 

some of its more important activities.97  

 

The British trench mortars were also in need of improvement as they offered only 

limited assistance in the offensive at Festubert. For example, the 51st Divisional 

History stated that: ‘the division had attached to it one 1½-inch mortar battery and 

one 4-inch battery mortar battery for which ammunition was available only in small 

quantities’ whereas: ‘the enemy on the other hand appears to have had an unlimited 

supply of ammunition for mortars of a considerable heavier calibre and longer range 

than ours’.98 In the meantime some other variants of mortar, such as a 3.7-inch 

version developed by the Indian Corps, were rushed into production to supply both 
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the Western Front and troops at Gallipoli.99 Despite the tendency for the mortar 

bomb to explode prematurely in the tube of these versions the whole enterprise 

demonstrated the innovation and flexibility of the War Office in weapons 

development.100 

 

Immediately after Festubert, the role of trench mortars was evaluated by 2nd 

Division and the conclusions were put in an unsigned report likely to have been 

written by Brigadier General Louis Vaughan. The value of the local tactical flexibility 

that they brought to the infantry is made clear with a recommendation that three 

regular batteries be formed, one per brigade, and designated Brigade Headquarters 

units. This gave the mortar crews the advantage of being allocated their own billets 

and support from the divisional transport section to assist with the movement of 

ammunition.101 The report gives a balanced assessment of the weapon to date: 

The value of these batteries in supporting an infantry attack is undoubted. The 
batteries however have two great drawbacks, their short range and their immobility. 
The portions of the gun are very heavy (50 to 120 lbs.) and make awkward loads. For 
this reason it is not easy to pass them along communication and other trenches at 
any time.102 

 

The report recommended either bringing the mortars up to newly taken positions at 

night or the building of covered communication trenches to get them there, which 

would slow the process down of getting these weapons into the British front line. The 

much more reliable and effective 2-inch mortar, that fired large round projectiles on a 

stick, nicknamed ‘toffee apples’ or ‘plum puddings’, did not arrive in any great 

numbers in British divisions until September 1915 and ammunition for them a month 

later.103 First Army managed to get only 24 Stokes for use at Loos on 25 
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September.104 Once the trench mortar was fully embedded into the BEF’s weapon 

systems the full range of trench mortars, (2-inch, 3-inch and heavy 9.45-inch), would 

give the infantry an ability to effectively control their own artillery from their trenches. 

However there was a downside to their introduction: trench mortars, when used 

indiscriminately, could upset the fragile ‘live and let live’ system and bring down 

barrages of retaliatory fire, causing ‘volcano of unpopularity and lava flow of oaths’ 

apparently directed against the inventor Stokes. 105 

 

Grenades 

After Festubert the BEF evaluated its use of the grenade or ‘bomb’ as the weapon of 

choice in infantry attacks. A variety of models were used at Neuve Chapelle, Aubers 

Ridge and Festubert, including the dangerous ‘jam-pot bomb’, the unreliable 

‘hairbrush bomb’ and the more popular ‘Battye Bomb’.106 The ‘Battye’ was 

manufactured in Bethune and named after the inventor who was a Superintendent of 

Hydro-electric works in India.107 The Battye bomb was considerably more reliable 

than the “jam pot” and soon superseded it’.108 An urgent improvement was required 

to the manual ignition of the fuse which meant these types were often useless in wet 

weather. The Battye Bomb was used extensively at Festubert and was particularly 

criticised.109 The 47th Divisional historian has pointed out that ‘accidents were a 

constant occurrence’ because ‘the lighter was intended for long fuses, not three and 

five seconds, but three and five minutes, as used in the mines’.110 Even the British 

Official History blamed the lack of progress by the 47th Division in the later attacks at 
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Festubert due to it being equipped with poor grenades by stating ‘it could not make 

progress on the right due to the inferiority of its hand grenades’.111 In the final stages 

of the attack at Givenchy, Edmonds tells us that: ‘the contest had now become one 

of hand grenades and trench weapons, and for this the British were still ill-

equipped’.112 The safer, more reliable and very effective ‘Mills Bomb’, (or type ‘No. 

5’), did not arrive in any great numbers on the Western Front until December 

1915.113 

 

The Spring 1915 attacks had shown that whilst grenades had assisted with the 

clearing of enemy trenches and dugouts during offensive action, there had been an 

over reliance on them, resulting in near panic when supplies had run out. The Diary 

of the 4th Cameronians, part of 7th Division, provides a good example. It specifically 

blamed its lack of grenades for its failure to hold on to its newly won trenches taken 

in their initial action on 15/16 May: 

The battalion had lost its bombs in the ditches and when the enemy counterattacked 
at dawn with bombs it was found it was impossible to stop them and the CO ordered 
retirement.114 
 

At least two Victoria Crosses were awarded to officers concerned with getting 

supplies of grenades forward to assist attacks at Festubert.115 In the later attacks the 

Canadian troops had used their grenades to good effect as they captured enemy 

trenches. By throwing in a zig-zag pattern as they went from one bay to the next they 

quickly cleared whole trench systems of their enemy without having to confront them 

face to face.116 However it was argued that if troops were throwing grenades they 

were not firing their rifles and enemy troops were missed and not ‘mopped up’. Even 

                                                      
111 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p.77 
112 Ibid, p. 95. It states: ‘the contest had now become one of hand grenades and trench weapons, and for this the British were 
still ill-equipped’. 
113 Sheffield, G., The First World War in 100 Objects, (London: Andre Deutch, pp.100-101) 
114 TNA ,WO 95/1659, 4 Cameron Highlanders War Diary, 17 May 1915 
115 Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, cites Lt. Smyth of 15th Sikhs, Meerut Division, Edmonds, Official 
History, Vol. IV, p. 76, cites Lt. Keyworth of 1/24th London Regt. 47th Division 
116 Rawling, Surviving Trench Warfare, p. 43 



 

210 

 

the battled-hardened veteran Frank Richards commented that: ‘everyone at this time 

seemed to be bomb mad. The Mills bombs were wonderful for throwing into shell 

holes, trenches and dugouts, but were absolutely useless for holding up attacks’.117 

This fixation on grenades as the weapon of choice has been described as the ‘cult of 

the bomb’. It was not liked by those in command and there was an attempt to retrain 

troops to use their rifles first and foremost, although this did not happen initially.118 

Sir John French mentioned in his assessment of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle that: 

‘One of the features of the operation was the work of the bomb throwers, who 

working along the trenches had done much to demoralise the enemy and had been 

instrumental in the capture of a large number of prisoners.’119 A change in training 

started in mid 1915, but did not really take hold until later. Even at Loos, there was a 

clear attempt to learn from the attacks on 25 September, when attacking again on 13 

October, by trying to arrange for a greater supply of grenades to the front lines. It 

demonstrated that, even with more grenades, when supplies ran out recently taken 

trenches were lost. 120 It was clear that a re-think was needed, which eventually saw 

weapon specialisation at platoon level.121 

 

Other Tactical Changes 

Along the faltering path in the quest to provide efficient artillery support to infantry 

there was increasing cooperation between both these arms and with the Royal 

Flying Corps. 1915 was a vitally important year for the growth of air power in general 

and the Battle of Festubert saw a number of changes in methods and tactics. In mid-
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1915 there were five RFC squadrons operating on the Western Front.122 The most 

widely used general purpose aircraft in the RFC was the tractor configured B.E. 

(Blériot Experimental) 2c bi-plane, in which the observer occupied the forward 

cockpit. The War Diary of First Army during this period contains an increasing 

number of entries relating to the use of RFC aircraft during the battle. For example, 

during 24 May it reported: ‘the day was bright and fine and exceptionally good for 

observation from aeroplanes. Nine successful reconnaissances [sic] were carried 

and 27 artillery targets registered. A bombing expedition was unsuccessful.’123 

During 25 May it states: ‘Seven successful reconnaissances were carried out and 33 

artillery targets registered. Owing to the mist the bombing operations were not 

successful’.124 In order to improve this work, the new Thornton-Pickard cameras 

used in the photographing of German lines and targets were now fixed in place on 

the aircraft (as opposed to being hand-held), and at the same time a semi-automatic 

plate changing device was introduced. Both of these developments increased the 

chances of a producing better quality images and therefore greater assistance to the 

battle planners.125 Those planners of 1915 therefore suggested that the RFC be 

organised on the same lines as the cavalry, in anticipation for a battle of movement 

following any breakthrough of the enemy lines. Whilst the bulk of the operational 

squadrons were required to report to and be controlled by the BEF’s two armies, a 

section was to be retained for ‘more distant reconnaissance ordered by GHQ and be 

at the disposal of the Commander-in Chief’.126 The report suggested a similar role for 

the cavalry to carry reconnaissance on the ground. In July 1915 the RFC started 

producing what became a weekly communiqué to circulate details of their own 
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learning within the RFC. This also documented some of the success they were 

having in a reconnaissance role, such as Communiqué No. 2, (26-31 July): ‘on 28 

July a machine of 1 Sqn directed battery fire on an ammunition column. A direct hit 

blew up the depot’.127 

 

As mentioned in the First Army War Diary, Festubert saw the trial of a new tactic by 

the RFC which involved the bombing targets considered to be of strategic 

significance to the German Army, away from the immediate battlefield. Some small-

scale bombing raids had been trialled at Second Ypres and again at Aubers Ridge 

on 9 May, but at Festubert these were expanded to include: ‘the church tower at La 

Bassée (being used as an observation tower) and special expeditions were made 

with the objects of damaging German headquarters and communications and 

attacking trains that might be in movement on the Lille - Douai and Lille - La 

Bassée railways’.128 Sir John French had mentioned the role of the RFC in his 

despatch covering this period:  

The Royal Flying Corps is becoming more and more an indispensable factor in 
combined operations. In co-operation with the artillery, in particular, there has been 
continuous improvement both in the methods and in the technical material employed. 
The ingenuity and technical skill displayed by the officers of the Royal Flying Corps, 
in effecting this improvement, have been most marked.... in spite of the opposition of 
hostile aircraft, and the great number of anti-aircraft guns employed by the enemy, air 
reconnaissance has been carried out with regularity and accuracy.129 

 

In the light of deficiencies in heavy artillery this was evidence that all possibilities of 

present weapon systems were being considered and utilised to keep up the pressure 

on the enemy. Whilst there no evaluation of these new methods in the British Official 

History for 1915, it is fortunate that in July that year Major General David Henderson 
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of the RFC wrote a comprehensive assessment of this new method of bombing.130 It 

shows that Henderson had to rely on the work of ‘agents’ to report back on the 

results. His report demonstrated that the majority of the bombing raids were carried 

out by the French aircraft of L'Aeronautique Militaire, which Henderson refers to as 

‘French Aviation Militaire’, (FAM). In relation to the bombing of railway stations and 

junctions: 141 raids were made in which 991 bombs were dropped, (65 by the RFC 

and 926 by the FAM). Only 2.1% were ‘successful’. This was obviously disappointing 

news. Henderson pointed to a particular raid at Courtrai station on 10 March 1915 

which bombed a train in the station, successfully hitting it, although this was the 

exception and not the norm. The bombs caused the train to burn on the tracks and 

therefore severe disruption was caused to the German Army by delaying the 

movement of troops from that station over several days.131 However, Henderson 

went on to state that: ‘the conclusion is that the attempt to impede the enemy’s 

operations by attack on stations and junctions, especially in areas full of troops is not 

worth undertaking.’ 

 

Henderson also considered the aim of bombing with the aim of interrupting OHL’s 

attempts to transfer troops from the Western Front to the Eastern Front. Henderson 

stated: ‘to be worth undertaking at all such an aerial offensive must be closely co-

ordinated with the main operations of the Allied Armies and all ideas abandoned of 

using aeroplane to influence local situations’. Thus he offered an all or nothing 

approach to this objective; understandably, this idea was dropped. Henderson 

considered the use of aircraft to bomb other targets such as convoys of troops, 

ammunition parks and German guns in action. His assessment weighed up the 
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difficulties of flying at very low altitude and the risks involved, against the accuracy 

and damage caused by the bombs, which would: ‘probably produce the same effect 

as inaccurate and very spasmodic artillery fire’.132 Whilst there is a sense of 

pessimism in Henderson’s report he offered hope in his conclusion that ‘bomb 

dropping when carried out on a sufficiently large scale and co-ordinated with the 

general military situation is likely to have an important effect on the 

operations....certain bombing squadrons are now being trained in England.’133 After 

Festubert the RFC and L'Aeronautique Militaire continued to both co-operate with the 

artillery and also in the bombing of railway lines and trains which were supplying 

German forces in the area. 

 

By the time of Loos British aircraft were organised into ‘wings’, and a number of 

squadrons assisted in the bombardment of thick belts of barbed wire, second-line 

trenches and dugouts.134 By this time an improved bombsight was in operation that 

took account of speed and height.135 The British Official History states that ‘bombing 

of the railway communications was to be continued daily throughout the period of 

operations’.136  It has been suggested that visual aspect of witnessing the planes of 

the RFC flying into enemy territory provided senior commanders with a morale boost 

to pass on to the other arms.137 In relation to the observation role of the RFC, 

experimentation was being made with wireless sets in aircraft to communicate with 

commanders at the rear of attacking forces. At Aubers Ridge three RFC aircraft were 

equipped with wireless telegraphy to observe the progress of the infantry. The troops 
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in the vanguard of the ground assault were given reels of white tape to roll out and 

indicate which lines of enemy trenches had been taken so that the aircraft could 

report back these positions.138 This had also been tried at Festubert and again at 

Loos. Although the preferred method continued to be dropping bags containing 

written messages at corps headquarters, as fuller information could be passed on, 

and also because the receiving Short Range wireless set in the aircraft were often 

jammed by ground sets. This latter point would be overcome when the RFC started 

to use different wavelengths for observation purposes to those the ground troops 

were using for general communications.139 

 

There was one new weapon that was developed and introduced to the battlefield at a 

much faster pace than the others: poison gas. This is even more remarkable given 

the context of the poor results of the trial of tear gas grenades used at Festubert.140 

Major C. H. Foulkes and the formation of the new unit that was developing it was 

praised in the following terms: ‘the instant improvisation of the brigade out of almost 

nothing, from late May 1915 was undoubtedly an impressive military feat, as was 

Foulkes’s rapid but accurate appreciation of its strengths and weaknesses, and his 

vision of how it should evolve’.141 It is not expressly clear if use of tear gas was an 

attempt to comply with the 1898 and 1907 Hague Conventions, but by September 

Foulkes threw his weight and effort behind developing the dispersal of chlorine gas 

from large cylinders as a means of getting greater quantities into enemy trenches. 

Chlorine was poisonous in that it was an irritant with the capacity to kill by 

asphyxiation and was a clear breach of the conventions. At the same time the BEF’s 
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open mindedness was revealed by recruiting civilian experts as part of the 

development team. Chemists such as Professors John Haldane and William Watson, 

(the latter being sent to St Omer in France), were both instrumental in designing the 

first rudimentary gas masks in May 1915 to protect British and Canadian troops.142 

The negative side to this innovation was that it led to First Army going through a 

process of self deception as to its value. Minutes from a planning meeting for the 

Battle of Loos show that those present believed ‘it was practically certain that it will 

be effective in many places if not along the whole line attacked’.143 Another 

overlooked feature of the use of gas at Loos was the further experimentation that 

occurred between the main attack on 25 September and a further attack on 13 

October 1915, when cylinders were doubled up to increase their flow rate and more 

smoke grenades were used alongside the gas.144 This all demonstrates the fact that 

the BEF was prepared to learn throughout 1915. 

 

In relation to attacking from breastwork positions, this was also matter of serious 

reconsideration. It is also clear from contemporary accounts that the difficulties in 

their construction, a requirement for continual maintenance and their lack of 

defensive qualities, compared to the usual trenches was becoming more relevant as 

the Battle of Festubert continued. The 51st Division’s historian discussed this issue 

at length. He pointed out that as breastworks were constructed above ground level 

this meant that this could only happen at night. It would take several nights’ work to 

get them to their required depth and strength; but before that happened, the enemy 

took great delight as ‘their thickness can be demolished by light field-guns, and be 
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seriously damaged even by machine gun fire’.145 Another problem of breastwork 

parapets was that they: 

have in particular a disconcerting habit of settling down and losing height, particularly 
after rain. In consequence it sometimes happens that by the gradual subsidence of 
the parapet men unwittingly expose themselves to enemy snipers in places where a 
day or two previously they had been completely hidden from view.146  

 
The maintenance of breastworks would also prove hard work as they needed 

constant attention to keep them in good order. It is further pointed out that: 

there are other reasons, which make them an unpleasant place to live in on an active 
front. During a bombardment, for instance, when a shell hits the trench, men are 
constantly being buried in a heap of sandbags and earth. They have to be dug out 
immediately to save them from suffocation’.147 

 

Therefore it can be said that another critical lesson learned from Festubert is that 

none of the following major battles fought by the BEF on the Western Front took 

place in areas of breastworks. Areas were selected where natural drainage allowed 

for traditional trenches to be constructed. Firmer ground was also required for the 

introduction of the tank in 1916. Festubert’s many hidden ditches and high water 

table had simply added to the problems. The issues breastworks caused to the BEF 

in 1915 can be added to a long list of operational difficulties that needed to be 

overcome to experience greater success in battle. 

 

Festubert – The OHL Perspective 

It is also important to look from the German perspective to evaluate what damage 

had been done to their forces by the offensive action at Festubert. The British Official 

History is surprisingly honest in its assessment. It states that a single German 

Division, the 2nd Guard Reserve Division, had been diverted from its original task of 

supporting German forces at Vimy Ridge to instead supporting regiments in the area 
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of La Basée on 19 May. Various brigades from this division relieved the battle worn 

units that had been attacked by the British Forces. Thus: ‘55th and 57th Regiments, 

after four days’ continuous fighting and heavy losses were now withdrawn to rest 

billets south-west of Lille’.148 It quotes casualty rates for these battalions as: ‘55th 

Regiment during 16th, 17th and 18th May were 10 officers and 244 other ranks killed 

or wounded’, whereas: ‘the 57th Regiment ...had been reduced to a total of 150 

men’.149 This seems to be of little consequence when compared to the estimation of 

British casualties in the Festubert campaign as 16, 468’.150 

 

Jack Sheldon offers contemporary accounts from both German units: 55 Infantry 

Regiment and 57 Infantry Regiment. None seem to give an indication of real panic 

during the fighting. 151 One, in particular, demonstrates that even when those troops 

were coming under intense pressure, the strength of their own supporting artillery 

compared to the inferior British guns gave them confidence: 

Then we came under fire from a flank. If they keep this up and do not stop, sooner or 
later there will be a direct hit. It was like this day after day. However our artillery has 
enough ammunition now and we have seen its effect over the past few days. I 
believe that it has been firing 200 – 300 shells every half hour into the British 
positions opposite. This evening we are going into our positions once again, but it is 
not so bad. The British have clearly given up their attempt to break through. They are 
not moving anywhere and we are working on their positions. At midday six duds 
slammed just past my position. I earnestly ask you not to be too worried!152 
 
 

The other difficulty faced was that when the German forces were forced to give up 

territory, they could retire to quickly-built, isolated and concealed strong points such 

as machine gun nests and deep bunkers, as opposed to a whole new line of front 

line trench. This would later be developed as what would be known as ‘strength in 

depth’, where: ‘defence in depth was obtained by a deep distribution of the defence 
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garrison, rather than the defence of successive trench lines’.153 It was clear to Haig 

and Monro just how strongly fortified the German positions were. For example, I 

Corps War Diary has the following entry on 19 May:  

2nd Division reported that the machine gun emplacements in the captured German 
trenches are dugouts constructed with very substantial timber with at least four rows 
of sandbags with loose earth on top. The emplacements are part of the breastworks 
and project about 5 to 8 feet, with two iron loopholes giving horizontal fields of fire. 
There is no trace of any advanced positions or any connecting underground 
passages.154 
 

 

Summary 

Some tactical innovation was taking place, but that was occurring in small, faltering 

steps. Sir John French and Sir Douglas Haig, along with Corps commanders such as 

Sir Herbert Plumer, had realised that, along with careful planning, larger numbers of 

heavy artillery pieces were required to support offensive action and slow and 

sustained bombardments were the way forward in providing support for their infantry. 

Even so, Sir John French had concluded that he needed his forces on the Western 

Front to continue with major attacks in 1915, although he did not possess the 

number of guns or correct ammunition required. It is not surprising that Haig seized 

on Foulkes’s development of poison gas released from cylinders, as a weapon to 

make up for his artillery deficiencies at Loos. Haig’s view of gas as a weapon may 

have been more sophisticated than originally thought. It has even been argued that: 

It might be convenient to regard the British use of gas as merely a necessary 
retaliation, or an effort to compensate for their lack of heavy artillery. In fact it was 
neither. Haig’s use of gas was an attempt to compress the “battle for supremacy” 

phase of the battle down to one instant.155 

Whatever Haig’s intentions with gas, it failed to deliver the assistance to infantry that 

was desired.156 It was gas carried in artillery shells that was found to be the most 
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effective ‘delivery method’ of this new weapon, a form that would not be ready until 

late 1916. 

 

William Philpott has provided possibly the best summary of the performance of both 

the French and British Armies in 1915. Of the many lessons learnt by both armies his 

overall conclusion was that the mindset was right but the body incapable. The basic 

tactical principles of infantry-artillery cooperation were beginning to work; at least 

when it came to taking enemy trenches, whilst holding them against enemy counter-

attacks was still problematic. ‘Operational ambitions could not be realised given 

tactical realities’.157 Festubert had been an important part of this gradual learning 

process. 

 

The BEF faced a real strategic/tactical dilemma in the summer of 1915. Following 

the war it was the BEF’s support of the French Army that Haig wanted to impress 

upon the Official Historian. When the draft copy of the relevant chapter was sent to 

Sir Douglas, it was returned with the following handwritten comment on the front: 

I think [it is] a very true account of the situation of the BEF in France in the summer of 
1915. You show very well what tremendous efforts and what sacrifices all ranks 
made to support fully and loyally the French ally.158 

  
This point was further reinforced in a post-war letter to Edmonds from Sir William 

Robertson, whose comment summed up the situation facing the Commander-in 

Chief: 

Sir John never believed in the optimistic view held by the French; he did not want to 
fight extensively in the summer of 1915 until he had better trained troops and more 
ammunition; but it was his duty to co-operate with the French…I wonder if you have 
made sufficient allowance for Sir John’s difficulty?159  
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This thesis has addressed this point. It has shown that Robertson was absolutely 

correct in his précis of the BEF’s situation in 1915. At Festubert the BEF had proven 

itself to be a reliable ally by conducting a relatively large, offensive operation whilst at 

the same time defending the strategically important Ypres salient. Once this is put 

into the context of Joffre’s campaigns of Artois and Champagne, only then can the 

British contribution at Festubert be appreciated, along with the valiant efforts to 

develop new tactics to improve the BEF’s chances of success. 
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Conclusion 

The Battle of Festubert, like much of 1915, had been a process of trial and error for 

the BEF. Throughout the year the BEF was desperately trying to develop as set of 

operational principles that would assist them in the quest to unlock the problem of 

trench warfare. This thesis has shown that it fits in well with a school of thought in 

the historiography of the First World which has come to be known as ‘revisionism’ 

and thus builds on the work of historians such as Stephen Badsey, Brian Bond, 

Gordon Corrigan,  Richard Holmes, Robin Prior, Simon Robbins, Gary Sheffield, 

John Terraine and Trevor Wilson.1 This view is perhaps best described by Corrigan, 

who explains that: ‘the evidence does not support the popular view of the First World 

War as being unnecessary or ineptly conducted by the British’.2 In 1915 this had 

happened through a process of reorganisation and the introduction of the corps level 

of command to cope with the challenges of controlling ever larger units of artillery 

and infantry. The role of the Imperial troops has sometimes been neglected and their 

contribution at Festubert has been addressed in this work. At the same time, the 

BEF was constantly reviewing its tactical options throughout the Spring and 

particularly at Festubert. Therefore this thesis also supports the work of historians 

such as Paddy Griffith3 and the more recent work of Aimée Fox and Spencer Jones.4 

At Festubert the trial of a new bombardment and the ambitious attempt at a night 

attack all demonstrate that Haig and his general staff were open-minded to new 

ideas and doing their best to preserve their infantry against the threat of German 

machine guns and superior artillery and flies in the face of the suggestion that: 
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‘Haig’s personality prevented him from easily accepting innovation and change’.5 

General Haig was given the freedom to plan and organise the battle with little or no 

interference from his Commander-in-Chief, Sir John French. Sir John was distracted 

at this time by his distrust of General Smith Dorrien, who was fighting at Second 

Ypres, as well as by the wider strategy of Lord Kitchener and political fallout from the 

Shells Crisis. If British liaison officer Edward Spiers is to be believed, it was French 

who was resistant to change of methods and tactics and not Haig. This thesis also 

adds to the story of Haig’s time as First Army Commander that has often been 

overlooked. An examination of the archived files of First Army has yielded a supply 

of reports that prove how innovation was taking place. Sir William Robertson 

deserves much credit for writing a number of documents suggesting the best course 

of action for the BEF and particularly First Army, as it became evident that more 

artillery was desperately needed, (such as the urgent request for 1, 090 artillery 

pieces).6 In the meantime there were suggestions as how to make the most of what 

they had, along with the limited ammunition. This all gave Robertson an excellent 

grasp of the complexities of trench warfare which was to prove useful for his role as 

Chief of the Imperial General Staff, when he replaced Wolfe Murray in December 

1915. 

 

Festubert can be seen as the start of a pendulum swing from infantry to artillery in 

terms of its dominance in future battle plans. Sir John French and later Sir Douglas 

Haig have been criticised for holding up this process, yet pressing ahead with battle 

plans in the knowledge that they were weakened by too little artillery support.7 If any 
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criticism can be levelled at Haig in this respect, it is perhaps that the reports from 

observations of the French methods of artillery were written by junior staff officers, 

when those methods should have been better observed in person by Haig’s senior 

artillery specialists such as Du Cane or Birch. Yet it can be argued that Festubert 

paved the way for the methodical approach to artillery preparation which would be 

used at the BEF’s next major offensives at Loos in September 1915 and at the 

Somme the following summer. 

 

The First Army reports also demonstrate the debate that was taking place between 

those favouring the move to a step-by-step approach, with the object of taking limited 

objectives, (already being labelled as ‘attrition’) and those still believed that a 

decisive ‘breakthrough’ was possible. Nowhere is this better demonstrated in the 

reports leading up to the Battle of Loos. It may have been unhelpful that the 

terminology of the time included terms such as ‘Siege Warfare’, 8 drawing the reader 

back to a previous period of history at a time when it was fresh ideas that were 

needed. Sir John French needs to be commended for pushing his government to 

obtain Lewis guns in order to bring more firepower to the front line. Similarly, Major 

General Richard Haking deserves credit for writing a very detailed analysis of the 

artillery used at the Battle of Aubers Ridge. It was Haking who promoted the move to 

a methodical type of bombardment after carefully weighing up the advantages and 

disadvantages of this method vis-à-vis the ‘hurricane’ bombardment that had been 

used previously.  

 

At the time of Festubert, liaison officer Major Sidney Clive, whilst at GQG’s 

headquarters, was working closely with Foch and Haig. Also there are copies of 

                                                      
8 TNA, 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, ‘Siege Operations’, undated and unsigned, 10 point report recommending offensive 

action in the Lille area. 
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correspondence between French Tenth Army Commander Victor D’Urbal and Haig, 

with the former offering a sharing of information that is sometimes missing from the 

general historiography. 9 There is a suggestion from Lieutenant Spiers that much 

more could have been achieved, if Haig and D’Urbal had met more frequently and 

shared their ideas, given the close proximity of their headquarters. Yet the wider 

politics of the First World War meant that the British C-in-C’s hands were forced into 

taking further offensive action before the lessons of Festubert were fully understood 

and embedded into the BEF’s art of attack. 

 

The question of what the BEF actually achieved by its participation in the Battle of 

Festubert is more difficult to answer. The general historiography is fixated on the 

Shell Crisis and implies that lack of ammunition was the cause of failure at Aubers 

Ridge and only partial success at Festubert. This thesis has argued that there was a 

reasonable supply of shells at both battles, although stocks ran low in the final days 

of Festubert. It was not more shells, regardless of whether they were high explosive 

or shrapnel, but the need for more heavy guns to assist the infantry that was the 

greater priority. It is entirely appropriate that Edmonds chose to use the word 

‘tantalising’ when discussing the results of Festubert. That is exactly what it had 

been for the BEF in particular and perhaps this was an unfortunate contributory 

factor to its lack of success at Loos, given the lack of time between the two 

offensives, to put right their known deficiencies. The word had a lasting impact on 

the historiography, as it has been used by subsequent historians in seeming to fit the 

circumstances of the time.10 

  

                                                      
9 TNA, 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, there are three handwritten reports from D’ Urbal to Haig in May 1915 
10 Sheffield, The Chief, p. 118, makes this point 
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When put into the context of the objectives of the Anglo-French coalition of 1915, the 

drawing in of German units such as the 2nd Guard Reserve Division from Alsace 

which: ‘would have otherwise opposed the French', did not appear to amount to 

much.11 The BEF had failed to take the Aubers Ridge. Instead, what it had actually 

achieved were the effects described as the ‘wearing out’ attack, in support of the 

French Army that had been charged with the main offensive action – ‘the decisive 

attack’, as advocated in some of the later BEF reports. It is unfortunate that this 

concept was not grasped and developed at the time. The British Official History 

offers a stronger case for the value of the battle: ‘Yet the opportunity for an offensive 

to expel the invaders of France and Belgium, now afforded by the absence of so 

many German divisions in Russia might never occur’.12 This seems an overly 

optimistic view of the situation, particularly as this thesis has shown that the British 

attacks at Festubert hardly troubled those in charge of German forces. It has been 

argued that Falkenhayn took the right strategic decisions given his situation in 1915. 

He effectively missed his chance to negotiate a separate peace with Russia having 

not been fully supported by the Kaiser’s Chancellor Theobold Bethman-Hollweg.  

  

The real achievement of the British Expeditionary Force by its participation in the 

Battle of Festubert was by working in coalition with the French and proving itself to 

be able to plan and undertake a complex operation that stretched German forces 

over a period of several days. Despite being hampered by insufficient heavy guns 

and poor weaponry, the BEF had demonstrated genuine tactical innovation and all 

arms cooperation. This was quite an accomplishment since its arrival in France only 

nine months earlier. This thesis has shown that the Battle of Festubert has been 

                                                      
11 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, ‘The Offensive Under Present Conditions’ 
12 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 79 
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neglected in much of the debate concerning the BEF’s ability to learn and adapt to 

trench conditions, therefore creating a gap in the story of its operational development 

during the this period of the First World War. Much of the historiography has allowed 

the battle to be overshadowed by British domestic politics and the Gallipoli 

campaign. This thesis has attempted to fill that void.  
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APPENDIX 1 
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An Overview/Chronology of the Battle13 

A map below shows the BEF operations at Festubert in their entirety. 

 

 

The BEF’s objectives were decided just four days after their failure to take Aubers 

Ridge on 9 May: 

The general plan of the main attack will be as follows:- To continue pressing forward 
towards Violaines and Beau Puits, establish a defensive flank along the La Bassée 
road on the left and maintaining the right at Givenchy. The line to be established in 
the first instance if possible on the general line of the road Festubert – La Quinque 
Rue – La Tourelle crossroads – Port Arthur. The position to be consolidated and the 
troops reformed and communication established. While this line is being established, 
a general bombardment on the whole front will continue with a special bombardment 

                                                      
13 An excellent summary of the battle can also be found at: Western Front Association ‘Long, Long Trail’ [Online], accessed 19-
07-2020, < https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/battles/battles-of-the-western-front-in-france-and-flanders/the-battle-of-festubert> 
See also Appendix 1: Timeline of Battle  
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of the next objectives, viz: Rue d’Ouvert – Rue du Marais. When ready a fresh 
advance will be ordered on these objectives.14 

 

What is noticeable is that General Haig’s First Army was already planning for a 

prolonged battle. This was not to be a short affair, such as had occurred at Neuve 

Chapelle. The plan already allowed for a renewal of the battle once initial objectives 

had been achieved, with a fresh bombardment and a further infantry attack on a 

second line of German positions, in this case two strategically important roads. This 

attempt at a prolonged offensive is very much a focus of this thesis. The battle would 

be overseen by Lieutenant General Monro, commanding I Corps and initially utilised 

2nd Division, commanded by Major General Henry Horne, 7th Division, commanded 

by Major General Hubert Gough and a brigade from the Meerut Division of the Indian 

Corps. This was the Garwhal Infantry Brigade commanded by Major General Henry 

Keary. The attack would take the form of a pincer attack with two assault frontages: 

a northern one along the Rue du Bois near Port Arthur and Richebourg l’Avoue, and 

a southern one at Festubert. Port Arthur was an important defended locality in the 

British front line at a junction on the Estaires to La Bassée Road. It was possibly 

named after the deep-water port in Manchuria, which during the Russo-Japanese 

War was a strongly fortified Russian naval base and subject of a siege that was 

regarded as that war’s longest and most violent’ land battle.15 The British Official 

History made it clear that one of the learning points from the Battle of Aubers Ridge 

was that the 6, 000 yards of separation between the two attacking ‘prongs’ of 

formations of infantry was too great a gap. It was therefore decided that, for the 

attack at Festubert, the gap between the attacking divisions be reduced to 600 

yards.16 Haig’s diary shows that he discussed the bombardment of the German 

                                                      
14 TNA, WO 158/17, First Army HQ, GS Reports, Operation Order, 13 May 1915 
15 Jukes, G., The Russo-Japanese War 1904–1905. (Oxford: Osprey Essential Histories, 2002) 
16 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV,  p. 50 
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positions with Birch, Gough, Horne and Munro but was frustrated at a lack of 

agreement.  He stated: ‘I find it impossible to get a definite opinion from Artillery 

Officers’.17 

 

Thursday 13 May 1915 

The British bombardment commenced two days prior to the infantry attack. As will be 

shown, this was the BEF’s first attempt at a methodical bombardment and it was 

observed in detail. General Haig had stipulated that: ‘accurate observations of each 

shot will be arranged so as to make sure of flattening the enemy’s “strong points” of 

support, before the Infantry is launched’.18 It opened with a total of 433 guns and 

howitzers firing on a 5, 000 yard front. The 36 six-inch howitzers and 24 4.7-inch 

guns fired on the enemy breastwork parapet, the 54 4.5-inch howitzers were aimed 

to hit the German support lines, as would a portion of the field guns. The majority of 

the 276 18-pounder field guns aimed at the German wire, firing shrapnel as there 

was very little High Explosive available. There were reports of a high number of dud 

shells failing to explode, especially from the howitzers and also of many shells from 

the 4.7-inch guns falling short.19 The BEF artillery continued to fire during day and 

night, with more than 101, 000 shells fired.20 

 

Saturday 15 May 1915 

The infantry assault commenced with a night attack by the Garwhal Infantry Brigade 

from the Indian Corps and by 5 and 6 Infantry Brigades from 2nd Division of I 

Corps.21 By 10.00 p.m. 15/16 May all units of the attacking battalions were in 

position. The attacking troops of the Garhwal Infantry Brigade were two battalions of 

                                                      
17 TNA, WO 256, Haig Diary, (typescript), 11 May 1915 
18 Ibid 
19 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary 
20 The number and type of shells fired by the BEF at Festubert are listed in a chart in Chapter 3 below. 
21 An Order of Battle is shown as Appendix 2 
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39th Garhwal Rifles and 2nd Battalion Leicestershire Regiment at the most northerly 

sector of the battlefield. Just to their south was 2nd Division’s 5 Infantry Brigade, 

attacking with the 2nd Battalion Worcestershire Regiment  and 2nd Battalion Royal 

Inniskilling Fusiliers and to their south was 6 Brigade, attacking with 1st Battalion 

King’s Royal Rifle Corps, 1st Battalion Royal Berkshire Regiment and 1/7th King’s 

Liverpool Regiment. 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade was held in reserve.22 

 

The infantry attack commenced at 11.30 p.m., after a final two-hour intensive artillery 

bombardment on German lines. The first-line platoons of infantry left their trenches 

and moved into No-Man’s-Land, as the artillery lifted beyond the German support 

trenches. The German forces at the northern end of the battlefield were on the alert 

and seemed to be expecting an attack, being in possession of flares, search lights 

and petrol bombs to light up the battlefield. The troops of Gharwal Infantry Brigade, 

which were advancing to conform with 5 Infantry Brigade to form a defensive flank, 

were cut down in No-Man’s-Land. An account in a 1916 popular publication blamed 

the lack of success on the new artillery tactics and German countermeasures: 

The bombardment, however, had forewarned the Germans of the forthcoming advance…No 
sooner were our troops over the parapets than the whole sky was illuminated with countless 
flares which turned night as far as possible into day. Many of our men fell as soon as they left 
the trenches.23  

On their right, between what was called Cinder Track (running from Rue du Bois to 

Ferme du Bois) and almost as far as Port Arthur, 5 Infantry Brigade also ran into an 

alert enemy and was hit by heavy machine-gun fire. Some men of the Inniskillings 

reached the German front line and their brigade sent the 2nd Battalion Oxford and 

Bucks Light Infantry in to support them. The advance of the 6 Infantry Brigade, west 

of the cinder track, was completed with far fewer casualties. They then occupied the 

                                                      
22 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
23 Mumby, F. (ed.), The Great World War A History, (London: Gresham Publishing, 1916), Part IX, pp. 237-257 
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German front and support trenches and began to consolidate their positions.24 

 

Contemporary map from 2nd Division War Diary (shows British units attacking right to left, as opposed to left to right, shown on 

post-war maps)

                                                      
24 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
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Sunday 16 May 1915 

At 12.45 a.m. a further bombardment was ordered by 2nd Division as planned, to 

coincide with the attack to be made by 7th Division. The support battalions of 6 

Infantry Brigade: 2nd South Staffordshire Regiment and 1st King’s Liverpool Regiment 

were unable to leave the British front trench to move up to the captured position due 

to heavy cross-fire from the area between the two Divisional attacks, which had not 

been suppressed by the bombardment. The support battalions of the Gharwal 

Infantry Brigade also attempted to move forward, but were immediately cut down by 

rifle and machine gun fire and could not make any progress. At 2.45 a.m. the 

bombardment intensified on the 7th Division front, although in places there was only 

an 80 metre gap between British and German front lines so great care had to be 

taken to avoid shelling the British troops forming up. At 3.10 a.m. the first platoons of 

the 20 Infantry Brigade, led by 2nd Battalion the Scots Guards and 2nd Battalion 

Border Regiment left their trenches, to close up to the German lines before the 

barrage lifted.811 Considerable casualties were caused by British shells falling short, 

particularly from the 4.7-inch howitzers. 20 Infantry Brigade was also slowed down 

by a deep ditch and crossfire from a German strongpoint known as the Quadrilateral 

on their left front. This had been untouched by the bombardment as it lay in the area 

between the two Divisional attacks. 22 Infantry Brigade on the right, attacked 

between the Quadrilateral and another point called Stafford Corner, with 2nd Battalion 

Queens (West Surrey) Regiment and 1st Battalion Royal Welsh Fusiliers in the first 

wave. By 3.45 a.m. 22 Infantry Brigade reached the German front line and worked its 

way along the trench system using grenades.812 A little more detail of this part of the 

attack can be gleaned from Mumby’s publication, which describes how Company 

                                                      
811 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
812 TNA, WO 95/1660, 22 Infantry Brigade War Diary, ‘Narrative of the Operations May 16th – 18th 1915, Festubert  - La 
Quinque Rue’ 
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Sergeant Major Barter won a Victoria Cross. He and: ‘eight men…including three of 

the Royal West Surreys – and it was this intrepid band succeeded in capturing not 

only the three German officers and 100 odd men referred to by “Eye-Witness”, but 

also 500 yards of their trenches.813 

By 5.45 a.m. it was clear that no progress was being made at the northern end of the 

battlefield, so General Haig redrew the boundary of the area to be attacked. He 

halted any fresh attacks by the Meerut Division, directing the Sirhind Infantry Brigade 

of the Lahore Division to move to the support of 2nd Division. By 6.00 a.m. the 

Queens and 2nd Battalion South Staffordshire Regiment of 22 Infantry Brigade 

reached the Northern Breastwork, and the bombers of the Staffordshires moved 

through the system of communication and support trenches facing Festubert. They 

secured the position from Stafford Corner to the old German front, and also La 

Quinque Rue, thus in this area the objective of the attack had been achieved. 

By 6.30 a.m. the Royal Welsh Fusiliers had also made a considerable advance and 

were joined by troops of 2nd Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment and 2nd 

Battalion the Scots Guards of 20 Brigade, meeting up with men of the Queen’s near 

a place designated on British maps as the Orchard.814 Further attempts to advance 

further proved costly in casualties and by 9.00 a.m. the attack came to a halt. Those 

men in the most advanced positions near the Orchard and along the Northern 

Breastwork were then subjected to intensive German shellfire.815 

At 10.00 a.m. General Monro directed the attacks to close the gap between 2nd and 

7th Divisions by ordering converging advances towards Ferme Cour d’Avoue. The 1st 

                                                      
813 Mumby, The Great World War, IX, p. 240. The “Eyewitness” whose observations are referred to is believed to be Official 
Correspondent Ernest Swinton who was based near British GHQ. See Swinton, Maj. Gen. Sir E., Eyewitness: Being the 
Personal Reminiscences of Certain Phases of the Great War, Including the Genesis of the Rank, (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1932), pp. 80-89 
814 Not named as such on contemporary map below but as ‘N12’ 
815 TNA, WO 95/1651, 20 Infantry Brigade War Diary 
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Battalion Grenadier Guards of 20 Infantry Brigade moved across No-Man’s-Land by 

a new trench dug by the 1st/6th Battalion Gordon Highlanders and managed to bomb 

their way along 300 yards of enemy trench, but could not advance over open ground 

due to heavy machine gun fire. No units of the 2nd Division were in position to make 

an attack. Meanwhile the bombers of 1st South Staffordshires, assisted by some 

bombing specialists from the brigade, took 800 yards of the German trench system 

and captured more than 190 Germans in doing so. By 7.30 p.m. the 1st Royal Welsh 

Fusiliers, near the Orchard end of the Northern Breastwork were forced to withdraw 

to La Quinque Rue, due to lack of support from 20 Infantry Brigade on their left, and 

heavy German shelling.816 

 

Monday 17 May 1915 

This was a day of heavy rain, and low cloud which affected the ability of Royal Flying 

Corps (RFC) to observe enemy activity and work with British artillery in its efforts to 

support the infantry. Unknown to British troops, the German units in the area 

between Ferme du Bois and the Southern Breastwork began a withdrawal to a new 

line, some 1, 200 yards to the rear. At 2.45 a.m. the British artillery recommenced 

shelling against registered targets, including the strongpoint known as the 

Quadrilateral. The German garrison there was badly hit and survivors that attempted 

to surrender were cut down by both German and British shelling. Approximately 450 

men fled towards the British lines and were made prisoner. Various changes of 

tactical plan were ordered by I Corps, as mixed reports came in of the preparedness 

of the attacking units, but also of clear German collapse in some places.817 

 

                                                      
816 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
817 Ibid 
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At 9.30 a.m. lead units of 21 Infantry Brigade had cleared and captured the 

Quadrilateral and some ground to the left of it. At 10.00 a.m. 2nd South 

Staffordshires, 1st King’s and the 2nd Battalion Highland Light Infantry of 6 Infantry 

Brigade could make no progress, due heavy machine-gun fire from their left front, 

the location of which was uncertain. The British artillery support that was called by 

the Brigade unfortunately caused casualties amongst the 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers 

who were in the Quadrilateral.818 By noon, 3 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade of the 

Canadian Division, under the command of Brigadier General Richard Turner, was in 

readiness in support of I Corps, to release 5 Infantry Brigade and carry on the 

offensive.819 General Haig then advised I Corps that the battle plan had changed. 

The distant objective was now to be the La Bassée road, the canal and the “Railway 

Triangle” position on the far bank, not the Aubers Ridge and the La Bassée-Lille road 

as previously targeted. The direction of the British advance was to take on a South-

Westerly aspect. The first objectives in that direction would be Violaines and 

Chapelle St Roch.820 

 

In the afternoon there were further attempts to attack across La Quinque Rue, to 

capture the Orchard and that end of the Northern Breastwork, but these were halted 

by German machine-gun and artillery fire. The forward movement of reserves was 

proving very slow due to roads blocked by traffic and ground conditions that were 

worsening due to the adverse weather. By 7.30 p.m. troops of 21 Infantry Brigade, 

the 2nd Battalion Bedfordshire Regiment and 1st/4th Battalion Cameron Highlanders 

launched an attack on the extreme right of British advanced positions, with the 

objective of taking the Southern Breastwork lying 400 metres in front of them. During 

                                                      
818 TNA, WO 95/1285, 2nd Division War Diary 
819 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
820 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army General Staff War Diary 
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their movement forward there were found to be a number of hidden and flooded 

ditches, causing the drowning of some of the men, however some of the 

Cameronians managed to reach the Breastwork trenches. At 8.00 p.m. 4 (Guards) 

Brigade of 2nd Division were ordered up in the afternoon from Le Touret, and got 

into position on the Rue des Cailloux. The rest of the day was a period of 

consolidation of positions.821 

 

Tuesday 18 May 1915 

The day involved the replacement of 2nd and 7th Divisions by 3 (Canadian) Infantry 

Brigade and 4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade, as well as the Sirhind Infantry Brigade of 

Lahore Division, under the command of Brigadier General William Walker, replacing 

the Garwhal Infantry Brigade. The 51st (Highland) Division, commanded by Major 

General Richard Bannatine Allason were also ordered to the area and earmarked to 

support further attacks. Steady rainfall continued throughout the night, clearing 

around 11.00 a.m. The small party of Cameronians in the enemy trench at Southern 

Breastwork were forced to withdraw due to lack of bombs.822 Further bombardments 

and infantry attacks were postponed due to visibility being so poor from the mist and 

rain. There was continued enemy shelling on the newly-won positions along La 

Quinque Rue. First Army gave orders to renew the attack in the afternoon. However 

the pre-attack bombardment would have no 4.5-inch howitzers and just a few 6-inch 

shells, as ammunition stocks were running very low. The British shells did not harm a 

newly prepared German line which had not been identified.823 At 3.00 p.m. the 

bombardment began again to prepare for an attack to be carried out by the 3 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade, now attached to 7th Division and the 4 (Guards) 

                                                      
821 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
822 TNA, WO 95/1285, 2nd Division War Diary 
823 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 72 
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Infantry Brigade of 2nd Division, on a front between the Orchard and Ferme Cour 

d’Avoue. The orders were late reaching the Canadians and caused a delay to their 

moving forward to relieve 21 Infantry Brigade. To the north, the Sirhind Infantry 

Brigade were ordered to make a subsidiary attack near Ferme du Bois, which, in the 

event,  did not take place due to heavy enemy shelling on their rear front line and 

rear positions.824 

 

The British infantry moved forward at 4.30 p.m., but within minutes were cut down by 

machine-gun fire. The Guards that were attacking near Ferme Cour d’Avoue were 

badly hit from enemy positions in Adalbert Alley. At 5.20 p.m. 3 (Canadian) Infantry 

Brigade finally arrived in the front lines, as a result of the late arrival of orders and 

the time it took to reach their jumping off positions. Their scheduled attack was 

therefore postponed. At 7.30 p.m. 2nd Division ordered 4th (Guards) Infantry Brigade 

to break off the attack and consolidate their positions.825 

  

Wednesday 19 May 1915 

During the day the Germans continued to strengthen their new positions and bring 

up further reinforcements. The Divisional reliefs gradually took place. The Canadian 

and 51st (Highland) Divisions combined to form ‘Alderson’s Force’ after the 

commander of the Canadian Division, Lieutenant General Edwin Alderson.826 

 

Thursday 20 to Saturday 22 May 1915 

The Canadian 15th and 16th Infantry Battalions from 3 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade 

gradually pushed forward to occupy the Orchard (known thereafter as the Canadian 

Orchard). During this period the Canadian troops reported many problems with their 

                                                      
824 TNA, WO 95/591, I Corps War Diary, 15-25 May, ‘Narrative’ 
825 TNA, WO 95/1285, 2nd Division War Diary 
826 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army General Staff War Diary 
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standard Ross rifle, which exhibited a tendency to jam in the mud and also 

complained of being unable to navigate around the battlefield due to the poor quality 

of maps supplied to them.827 

 

Sunday 23 May 1915 

At a First Army commander’s conference it was agreed to launch a further assault by 

the 47th (London) Division and the Canadian Division the next day. In preparation, 

the artillery began a further bombardment using what was left of their depleted 

stocks of ammunition during the evening.828 

 

Monday 24 May 1915 

At 2.30 a.m. battalions of 140 Infantry Brigade of 47th (London) Division and 2 

(Canadian) Infantry Brigade attacked along the Southern Breastwork and carried an 

advance of approximately 150 yards before machine-gun fire halted them. British 

artillery support continued throughout the day.829 

 

Tuesday 25 May 1915 

At 6.30 p.m., using the cover of dusk, 47th (London) Division’s 142 Infantry Brigade 

carried out a further attack. It achieved some success in advancing 400 yards 

towards Chapelle St Roch, (a relatively large building standing on its own), on a 

thousand yard front. However, the advance took them into an area covered by heavy 

German artillery that was beyond the range of British guns. The brigade lost some 

980 casualties in this shelling, but held on to its position. During the evening a 

                                                      
827 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 76 
828 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army General Staff War Diary 
829 Ibid 
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German counter-attack was repulsed. The attack of 2 (Canadian) Infantry Brigade 

managed an advance to within 200 yards of the newly-dug enemy line.830  

 

At the request of General Foch, Sir John French agreed to relieve another French 

Division south of the La Bassee canal, to enable it to strengthen the French attack 

continuing at Vimy. This would mean extending the line held by the British from 

Vermelles to Le Rutoire. This had an impact on First Army’s ability to continue any 

further offensive action at Festubert.831 The 2nd Division was ordered from rest, and 

they completed relief by 31st May. Sir John French also ordered General Haig to 

close down the Festubert attacks as ammunition was by now very low, and it was 

apparent that the enemy had reinforced the new line in considerable strength. The 

British forces therefore concentrated on consolidating their newly-won positions.  

 

                                                      
830 TNA, WO 95/155, First Army General Staff War Diary 
831 Edmonds, Official History, Vol. IV, p. 78 
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APPENDIX 2   

The Battle of Festubert – Order of Battle 

First Army: General Sir D. Haig 
 

I Corps: Lieutenant General Sir C. Monro  
Brigadier General W. H. Onslow, CRA 
Lieutenant Colonel H. Schofield, CRE 
 

2nd Division: Major General H. S. Horne 
Lieutenant Colonel L. R. Vaughan, GSO1, Major F. A. Buzzard, GSO 2, Captain M.O. Clark, GSO 3 

 

4 (Guards) Infantry Brigade: General the Earl of Cavan, Brig. Major Hon. W. M. Hore-Ruthven 
2nd Bn the Grenadier Guards: Lieutenant Colonel N. A. L. Corry 
2nd Bn the Coldstream Guards: Lieutenant Colonel C. E. Pereira (left 17 May 1915) 
3rd Bn the Coldstream Guards: Lieutenant Colonel G. Fielding 
1st Bn Irish Guards Lieutenant: Colonel Hon. G. H. Morris 
1/1st Bn Hertfordshire Regiment: Lieutenant Colonel A. Croft 
 

5 Infantry Brigade: Brig. General A.A. Chichester, Brig. Major Captain D.S. Gilkison 
2nd Bn the Worcestershire Regt.: Lieutenant Colonel C. B. Westmacott 
2nd Bn the Ox and Bucks Light Infantry: Lieutenant Colonel H. R. Davies 
2nd Bn the Highland Light Infantry: Lieutenant Colonel A. A. Wolfe-Murray 
1/9th Bn the Highland Light Infantry: Lieutenant Colonel W. G. Fleming 
2nd Bn Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers: Lieutenant Colonel C. A. Wilding 
 

6 Infantry Brigade: Brig. General Fanshawe, Brig. Major Captain W. J. Maxwell-Scott 
1st Bn the King’s (Liverpool Regt): Lieutenant Colonel W.S. Bannatyne 
2nd Bn the South Staffordshire Regt.: Lieutenant Colonel C. S. Davidson 
1st Bn the Royal Berkshire Regt.: Lieutenant Colonel M. D. Graham 
1st Bn the King’s Royal Rifle Corps: Lieutenant Colonel E. Northey 
1/5th Bn the King’s (Liverpool Regt): Lieutenant Colonel. J. M. McMaster 
7th Bn the King’s (Liverpool Regt): Lieutenant Colonel Stott 
 

Divisional Troops: 
2nd Divisional Train ASC 8, 11, 28, 31, 35 Companies 
3rd Mobile Veterinary Section AVC 
2nd Divisional Motor Ambulance Workshop Unit 
 

Divisional Mounted Troops: 
B Sqn, South Irish Horse 
2nd Company, Army Cyclist Corps 

 

Divisional Artillery: 
No 1 Siege Battery RGA   
26th Heavy Mortar Battery RGA 
No. 7 Mountain Battery RGA 
1st Motor Machine Gun Battery 
Armoured Train: ‘Jellicoe’ 
XXXVI Brigade, RFA 
XLI Brigade, RFA 
XLIV (Howitzer) Brigade, RFA 
2nd Divisional Ammunition Column 
 

Royal Engineers: 
5th Field Company 
11th Field Company 
1st (East Anglian) Field Company 
2nd Divisional Signals Company 

 

Royal Army Medical Corps: 
4th Field Ambulance 
5th Field Ambulance 
6th Field Ambulance 
11th Sanitary Section 
 

 

7th Division:  Major General H. de la P. Gough 
Lieutenant Colonel Gathorne Hardy G.S.O. 1, Major  I. Stuart G.S.O. 2, Captain R. S. Ryan G.S.O. 3 

 
20 Infantry Brigade: Brig. General F. J. Heyworth, Major F. G. Alston 
1st Bn the Grenadier Guards: Lieutenant Colonel C. E. Cockran 
2nd Bn the Scots Guards: Major A. B. E. Cator 
2nd Bn the Border Regt: Captain G. E. Warren 
2nd Bn the Gordon Highlanders: Lieutenant Colonel A. F. Gordon 
1/6th Bn the Gordon Highlanders: Major P. W. Brown 

  

21 Infantry Brigade: Brig. General H. E Watts, Brig Major: Captain G. L. Crossman 
2nd Bn the Bedfordshire Regt: Lieutenant Colonel C. C. Onslow 
2nd Bn the Yorkshire Regt: Lieutenant Colonel W. L. Alexander (killed 14 May 1915) 
2nd Bn the Royal Scots Fusiliers: Major J. H. W. Pollard 
2nd Bn the Wiltshire Regt: Captain E. L. Makins 
1/4th Bn the Cameron Highlanders: Lieutenant Colonel A. Fraser (killed 17 May 1915) 
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22 Infantry Brigade: Brig. General S. T. B. Lawford, Captain E. G. L. Thurlow 
2nd Bn the Queens: Major H. R. Bottomley (killed 17 May 1915) 
2nd Bn the Warwickshire Regt: Lieutenant Colonel V. R. Pigott 
1st Bn the Royal Welch Fusiliers: Lieutenant Colonel R. E. P. Gabbett 
1st Bn the South Staffordshire Regt: Major H. E. Walshe 
1/8th Bn the Royal Scots: Lieutenant Colonel A. Brook (killed 18 May 1915)  
 

Divisional Troops: 
7th Divisional Train ASC 39, 40, 42 and 86 Companies: Lieutenant Colonel Vawdrey 
12th Mobile Veterinary Section AVC 
 

Divisional Mounted Troops: 
1/1 Northumberland Hussars Yeomanry A & D Squadrons 
7th Company Army Cyclist Corps 
 

Divisional Artillery: 
XIV Brigade, RFA 
XXII Brigade, RFA 
7th Divisional Ammunition Column RFA 

 
Royal Engineers: 
54th Field Company 
55th Field Company 
2nd (Highland) Field Company 
7th Divisional Signals Company 
 

Royal Army Medical Corps: 
21st Field Ambulance 
22nd Field Ambulance 
23rd Field Ambulance  
10th Sanitary Corps 
 

 

1st (Canadian) Division: Lieutenant General Sir E.A.H. Alderson  
Colonel C. F. Romer, G.S.O.1, Lieutenant Colonel G. C. W. Gordon-Hall, G.S.O. 2 

 
1st Canadian Infantry Brigade: Brig. General M.S. Mercer CB 
1st Canadian Battalion (Ontario Regiment): Lieutenant Colonel F.W. Hill 
2nd Canadian Battalion (Eastern Ontario Regiment): Lieutenant Colonel D. Watson 
3rd Canadian Battalion (Toronto Regiment): Lieutenant Colonel R. Rennie MVO 
4th (Central Ontario) Battalion: Lieutenant Colonel R. H. Labatt 

 
2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade: Brig. General A W Currie 
5th Battalion (Western Cavalry): Lieutenant Colonel G.S. Tuxford  
7th Canadian Battalion (1st British Columbia): Lieutenant Colonel W.F.R. Hart-McHarg 
8th Canadian Infantry Battalion (90th Regiment): Lieutenant Colonel L.J. Lipsett 
10th Battalion (Canadians): Lieutenant Colonel R. L. Boyle 
 

3rd Canadian Infantry Brigade: Brig. General R E W Turner 
13th Battalion (Royal Highlanders of Canada): Lieutenant Colonel F.O.W. Loomis 
14th Battalion (Royal Montreal Regiment): Lieutenant Colonel F.S. Meighen 
15th Battalion (48th Highlanders of Canada): Lieutenant Colonel A.J. Currie 
16th Canadian Battalion (The Canadian Scottish): Lieutenant Colonel R.G.E. Leckie 
 

Divisional Troops: 
1st Canadian Divisional Train. A unit of the Army Service Corps made up of four companies, later titled 437, 438, 439 and 440 Companies ASC 
1st Canadian Mobile Veterinary Section 

 
Divisional Mounted Troops: 
Service Squadron, the 19th Alberta Dragoons 
1st Canadian Cyclist Company  
Royal Canadian Dragoons 
Strathcona’s Horse 

 

Divisional Artillery: 
1st Canadian Brigade RFA 
2nd Canadian Brigade RFA 
3rd Canadian Brigade RFA 
Royal Canadian Horse Artillery RHA 
1st Canadian Divisional Ammunition Column RFA 
CXVIII (Howitzer) Brigade, RFA. (British unit) 

  

Divisional Royal Engineers: 
1st Canadian Field Company RE 
2nd Canadian Field Company RE 
3rd Canadian Field Company RE 
1st Canadian Divisional Signal Company RE 
Divisional Royal Army Medical Corps 
1st Canadian Field Ambulance RAMC 
2nd Canadian Field Ambulance RAMC 
3rd Canadian Field Ambulance RAMC 
 
 

47th (Second London) Division: Major General Sir C. St. L. Barter 
Lieutenant Colonel W. Thwaites G.S.O.1, Major B. Burnett Hitchcocks G.S.O.2, Capt H.R.A. Hunt G.S.O. 3 
 

140th (4th London) Infantry Brigade: Brig. General G.J. Cuthbert 
1/15th Bn the London Regiment (Civil Service Rifles): Lieutenant Colonel A. M. Renny 
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1/6th  Bn the London Regiment: Lieutenant Colonel G. D. M. Moore 
1/7th  Bn the London Regiment: Lieutenant Colonel E. Faux 
1/8th Bn London Regiment: Lieutenant Colonel J. Harvey 
 
   

141 (5th London) Infantry Brigade: Brig. General. G. C. Nugent 
1/17th the London Regiment (Poplar & Stepney Rifles): Lieutenant Colonel J. Godding 
1/18th the London Regiment (London Irish Rifles): Lieutenant Colonel E. G. Concannon 
1/19th the London Regiment (Poplar & Stepney Rifles: Lieutenant Colonel P. T. Westmorland 
1/20th the London Regiment (Blackheath & Woolwich): Lieutenant Colonel A. B. Hubback 

 
142 (6th London) Infantry Brigade: Brig. General F. G. Lewis 
1/21st the London Regiment (First Surrey Rifles): Lieutenant Colonel W. F. Morris 
1/22nd the London Regiment (The Queen’s): Lieutenant Colonel E. J. Previte  
1/23rd the London Regiment: Lieutenant Colonel Lord H Montagu-Douglas-Scott 
 

Divisional Mounted Troops: 
C Squadron the King Edward’s Horse 
2nd London Divisional Cyclist Company 

 
Divisional Artillery: 
CCXXXV Brigade, RFA: Lieutenant Colonel E. C. Massey 
CCXXXVI Brigade, RFA: Lieutenant Colonel A. C. Lowe 
CCXXXVII Brigade, RFA: Lieutenant Colonel W. E. Peal 
CCXXXVIII (Howitzer) Brigade : RFA Lieutenant Colonel E. H. Eley 
47th Divisional Ammunition Column RFA: Lieutenant Colonel A. C. Lowe 

 

Royal Engineers: 
517th (3rd London) Field Company: Major A. G. Birch 
518 (4th London) Field Company: Major E. B. Blogg 
47th Divisional Signals Company: Major Sir L. C. W. Alexander 
 

Royal Army Medical Corps: 
4th London Field Ambulance: Lieutenant Colonel A. E. Jerman 
5th London Field Ambulance: Lieutenant Colonel E Lloyd-Williams 
6th London Field Ambulance: Lieutenant Colonel W. M. O’Connor 
47th Sanitary Section 
 

Other Divisional Troops: 
47th Divisional Train ASC 455, 456, 457 and 458 Companies: Lieutenant Colonel C. F. T. Blyth 
2nd London Mobile Veterinary Section AVC 
47th Divisional Ambulance Workshop 
 
 

The Indian Corps: General Sir James Willcocks, GCB, GCMG, KCSI, DSO 
  
Lahore Division: Lieutenant General H. B. Watkis, C.B. (Indian Army) 

 
Ferozepore Brigade: Brig. General R. M. Egerton, C.B. (Indian Army) 
1st Connaught Rangers 
57th Rifles (Frontier Force) 
9th Bhopal Infantry 
129th Baluchis 
 

Jalandar Brigade: Major General P. M. Carnegy, C.B. (Indian Army) 
1st Battalion Manchester Regt. 
15th Sikhs 
47th Sikhs 
59th Rifles (Frontier Force) 
 

Sirhind Brigade: Major General J. M. S. Brunker  
1st Battalion Highland Light Infantry 
1st Battalion 1st Gurkhas 
1st Battalion 4th Gurkhas 
125th Rifles 
 

Divisional Troops: 
15th Lancers 

 

Headquarters Divisional Engineers: 
20th and 21st Companies Sappers and Miners 

 

Signal Company: 
34th Sikh Pioneers 

 

Headquarters Divisional Artillery. 
5th,11th and 18th Brigades, R.F.A. 
Ammunition Columns 
109th Heavy Battery 
 
 

Meerut Division: Lieutenant General C. A. Anderson, C.B.  

 
Dehra Dun Brigade: Brigadier General C. E. Johnson (Indian Army) 
1st Battalion Seaforth Highlanders 
1st Battalion 9th Gurkhas 
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2nd Battalion 2nd Gurkha 

6th Jat Light Infantry 
 

Garhwal Brigade: Major General H. D'U. Keary, C.B., D.S.O. (Indian Army) 
2nd Battalion Leicestershire Regt. 
2nd Battalion 3rd Gurkhas 
1st Battalion 39th Garhwal Rifles 
2nd Battalion 39th Garhwal Rifles 
 

Bareilly Brigade: Major General F. Macbean, C.V.O., C.B. 
2nd Battalion Black Watch 
41st Dogras 
58th Rifles (Frontier Force) 
2nd Battalion 8th Gurkhas 
 

Divisional Troops: 
4th Cavalry 
3rd and 4th Companies Sappers and Miners 
107th Pioneers 
Headquarters Divisional Engineers 
Signal Company 

 

Artillery: 
Headquarters Divisional Artillery. 
4th, 9th and 13th Brigades RFA 
Ammunition Columns 
110th Heavy Battery 

 
51st Highland Division: Major General Sir R. Bannatine Allason 

Major Moir GSO1,  
 
152 (1st Highland) Infantry Brigade 
1/5th Battalion Seaforth Highlanders 
1/6th Battalion Seaforth Highlanders 
1/8th Battlion, the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders 
1/6th Battalion, the Gordon Highlanders 

 
153 (2nd Highland) Infantry Brigade 
1/5th (Buchan & Formartin) Battalion, the Gordon Highlanders 
1/7th (Deeside Highland) Battalion, the Gordon Highlanders 
1/6th (Perthshire) Battalion, the Black Watch  
1/7th (Fife) Battalion, the Black Watch  

 
154 (3rd Highland) Infantry Brigade 
1/4th Battalion, King’s Own Lancaster Regiment 
1/8th Battalion, the King’s (Liverpool Regiment) 
2/5th Battalion, the Lancashire Fusiliers 
1/4th Battalion, the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment 

 
Divisional Mounted Troops 
D Squadron, the North Irish Horse 

 
Divisional Artillery 
CCLV (I Highland) Brigade 
CCLVI (II Highland) Brigade 
CLVIII (III Highland) (Howitzer) Brigade 
1st Divisional Ammunition Column 

  
Royal Engineers 
400th (1st Highland) Field Company 
404th (2nd Highland) Field Company  
51st Divisional Signals Company 
 
Royal Army Medical Corps 
2nd Highland Field Ambulance 
3rd Highland Field Ambulance 
2/1st Highland Field Ambulance 
1st Sanitary Section 
 
Other Divisional Troops 
51st Divisional Train ASC, retitled as 471, 472, 473 and 474 Companies ASC 
1st Highland Mobile Veterinary Section AVC 
51st Divisional Ambulance Workshop 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

Summary of the salient points from the report Brigadier General Chichester, 
(commanding 5 Infantry Brigade), 21 May 1915 

 
1. Allowance should be made for communications in battle as ‘telephonic communication nearly 

always breaks down and cannot be relied upon’. 
 

2. In view of the above, a brigade commander should allow for at least 3 hours for an order for a 
new attack against a ‘tactical point which is holding up further advance’, which allows 
battalion commanders to prepare and issue the necessary instructions to company 
commanders for the renewed attack to take place. 

 
3. Battalion commanders ‘must maintain the closet touch’ in order to prevent pushing forward 

the supporting troops in places where an attack is held up and thereby preventing 
overcrowding in the trenches. 

 
4. The enemy’s fire broke out two minutes before the 11.30 p.m. start time of the night attack, as 

this was a predictable time for such attacks. ‘Suggest some other time for future assaults’.  
 

5. Immediately following the successful occupation of enemy trenches ‘at least two 
communication trenches per battalion’ should be made linked back to the original front line 
and these must be constructed by those troops at the rear.  
 

6. Certain communicating trenches and cover trenches in and in front of the Rue Du Bois were 
constructed without traverses resulting in unnecessary casualties: ‘better cover should have 
been provided’.  
 

7. Whilst the conditions made it difficult to observe the effects of fire ‘these conditions were not 
bad enough to cause losses to our troops through shells falling in our original trenches and 
some as far back as the Rue Du Bois…it is most urgent that more care be taken’. 

  
8. ‘Wires from Advanced Brigade Report centre to the stations in the front line trenches should 

have been deeply buried’. 
 

9. The wet weather and mud made advancement difficult. 
 

10. Eight stretchers per battalion was not nearly adequate for the numbers of wounded. 
‘Arrangements should be made for ambulances to bring back other stretchers to maintain the 
supply of them at the front’. 

 
Points 11,12, 13, 14 and 15 all relate to the use of marker posts with flags and signalling, with 
reference to a diagram that is not with the report. The posts were ‘too weak they broke up, the 
white patches on the backs of the troops ‘were too small, needed to be at least 5” square… 
and be put only on the pack’. 

16.  ‘The Battalions of the Brigade did all that could be done and the successful charge of the 
Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers under a murderous fire, not withstanding a loss of 18 officers and 
550 other ranks, showed great gallantry and dash’.  
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