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Preface

THE SECOND BATTLE OF YPRES was the longest and bloodiest engagement on the western front in 1915. It started on the afternoon of 22 April when the Germans introduced poison gas, directed mainly against French troops—a division of Algerians and one territorial consisting of aged reservists—at the juncture of the Allied front. Taken by surprise and with no protection against the new horror, the two French divisions retreated in panic, opening a gap of over four miles in the Allied line. As the Germans advanced into the breach, they ran into the 1st Canadian Division manning the end of the British line where it joined the French.

The Canadians had only recently taken their place in the Ypres Salient and were fortunate in that they received a lighter dose of gas than the French. The division, composed mostly of raw volunteers, was all that lay between the Germans and an Allied rout. Possessing a courage born out of ignorance of war and perhaps sheer stubbornness, the vastly outnumbered Canadians stood their ground long enough for reinforcements to come up and form a frail line across the gap.

On 24 April, the Canadians themselves were in the direct line of another gas attack, which they faced with only rags or handkerchiefs soaked in urine or water as improvised respirators. Gasping, their eyes running, struggling to breathe and see, the Canadians fought and died amid the swirling gas cloud but, incredibly, managed to hold the line. What remained of the Canadian Division was taken out of the firing line toward the end of April, as the battle continued into May with the British fighting valiantly and preventing any significant erosion of their position. By refusing to yield, the Second British Army had prevented the tide of war from turning in favor of the Germans.

Second Ypres comprised four distinct engagements: the Battle of Gravenstafel (22–23 April), the Battle of St. Julien (24 April–4 May), the Battle of Frezenberg Ridge (8–13 May), and the Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge (24–25 May). The 1st Canadian Division was heavily involved in the first two actions, while British units fought on practically alone in the latter two. The Second Battle of Ypres sputtered out after 25 May with both sides exhausted.

The Second Battle of Ypres has been overshadowed by larger and more costly battles in the Great War and that undoubtedly explains why it has not attracted more interest from military writers. Still, it does not deserve to be relegated to inconsequential action, especially in view of the adverse consequences that would have flowed from a German victory.

There are a number of studies on aspects of Second Ypres, but hitherto only two covered the battle in any depth from start to finish. The first, in 1927, was the British Official History, written by James Edmonds; the other, three-quarters of a century later, was Magnificent But Not War, by John Dixon. The British Official History is quite compact, well organized, generally free of mistakes, and indispensable for a study of the hectic struggle, but there are obvious gaps. As the Official Historian, Edmonds, by his own admission, was not a free agent. His criticism of faulty strategy and planning and dubious action by the responsible leaders was circumspect, if at all voiced, and there were incidents that he treated only superficially or omitted altogether. John Dixon, known previously to me for his extensive and valuable research on the Monmouthshires, helped to redress some of the imbalance.

I undertook to write about Second Ypres, a battle that has long held special interest for me as a Canadian, because I felt I could further round the picture as well as bring greater recognition to the men who fought and died in that hellhole. It was my intention at the outset to pack the complete story of the Second Battle of Ypres into a single volume. As the work progressed, I realized that the study would exceed 200,000 words and that, in these troubled economic times, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to find a reputable publisher. Consequently, after I had fully covered the role of the Canadians—by then the number of words approached 120,000—I sent the manuscript to Dundurn Press in Toronto, which accepted it without (thankfully) requesting any revisions. The book, published under the title Hell in Flanders Fields, came out in the summer of 2010.

Any sequel to an earlier study normally begins from where the author left off. In this case it was not possible. It went without saying that there would be readers unfamiliar with, or possessing only a sketchy knowledge of, the first phase of the battle. But a clear view of Second Ypres cannot emerge without an understanding of the early events. Thus, I condensed Hell in Flanders Fields to about 16,000 words, which became the opening chapter of the battle.

In grappling with the second phase of the battle, it was to be expected that I would disagree with some of the conclusions of my two predecessors, Sir James Edmonds and John Dixon, but that does not diminish their contribution, which I found to be of inestimable value in illuminating my path, particularly in addressing the order of events—not an easy task, as it was common for even official records to register events at different times. My study, however, is different from theirs in several fundamental respects. I ventured into areas they had not previously examined, made greater use of regimental histories and the ever-increasing number of primary and published sources, and integrated, with the larger narrative of the battle, the recollections of scores of witnesses to bring home the anguish and suffering of those who lived through the ordeal.

I made every effort to dispel the fog of war and to produce as clear and accurate a study of the battle as my sources allowed me. As the account is quite readable and unburdened by excessive detail, it should appeal to both seasoned military scholars and more casually interested readers.
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Introduction

WHEN BRITAIN ENTERED THE WAR on 4 August 1914, its army consisted of fourteen divisions (eleven infantry and three cavalry), but only about half were stationed at home. Although small, the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was by all accounts the best organized and equipped army that Britain had ever sent abroad. Its officers were all professionals and its rank and file, who were long-service volunteers, were highly trained and skilled in marksmanship. Its infantry divisions were organized into two corps, each of which was commanded by an able general: the I Corps by Douglas Haig and the II by Horace Smith-Dorrien. The commander in chief, F. M. Sir John French, had earned his reputation during the Boer War with his spirited defense of Colesberg and dash to relieve Kimberley. As a cavalry commander he had never been responsible for more than a small group of men at one time. Before long it would become apparent that he was not cut out to cope with the strains and hazards of commanding a mass army in a modern war.

The BEF was safely transported across the English Channel and by 22 August had taken its assigned place near Mons, on the extreme left of the French Army, in preparation for an offensive into Belgium. But the anticipated forward movement never materialized. The French, placing an almost mystical faith in the disastrous doctrine of the all-out offensive (offensive a I’outrance), were hurled back in Alsace and Lorraine with appalling losses. Early on the morning of 23 August the First German Army, sweeping down from the northeast to outflank the French, collided with the BEF, unaware that it was in its line of advance. Although outnumbered nearly three to one the BEF stood its ground and greeted the Germans with rifle fire of such rapidity and accuracy that the attackers were under the impression they were up against an army equipped almost exclusively with machine guns.1 The British exacted a terrible toll from the densely packed Germans but the next day, on learning that the Fifth French Army on their right was falling back, had no alternative but to follow suit. The retreat had barely started when Smith-Dorrien, seeing that his isolated forces were in danger of being overwhelmed, halted and fought a brilliant rear guard action at Le Cateau, which probably averted the destruction of the BEF.2

As the Germans moved south in pursuit they made a fatal mistake. Instead of wheeling around Paris from the west, as specified in the Schlieffen Plan, the commander of the First German Army, Alexander von Kluck, decided to pass in front of it so as to catch the Fifth French Army in flank and rear. In so doing he exposed his own vulnerable flank to the newly created French Sixth Army defending Paris. Apprised of the enemy’s move, Gen. Joseph Joffre, the French C-in-C, stopped the retreat and launched a general counterattack along the Marne River on 6 September. Von Kluck’s maneuver in securing his right flank opened a gap between his First Army and the neighboring Second Army. With French forces fighting desperately on either side, the BEF, unsure of what was going on, pushed cautiously into the open space. Fearing that the First Army would be outflanked, the German Supreme Command (Oberste Heeresleitung, or OHL) broke off the battle and ordered its forces to withdraw to prepared positions along the Aisne River.

Behind their defenses on the Aisne, the Germans repelled all attempts to dislodge them. As a stalemate set in on the Aisne front, both sides extended their lines northward in a futile bid to outflank each other. The resulting series of clashes are known collectively as “the race to the sea.” The phrase is misleading because the opposing combatants were trying to get around their enemy’s northern flank and break into open country, not reach the sea. The last major action in 1914 occurred in Flanders, in the southwestern part of Belgium. The German Supreme Commander, Gen. Erich von Falkenhayn, who had replaced the disgraced Helmuth von Moltke after the Marne, had massed his forces, not to outflank the Allies since they had already reached the sea, but to break through their frail line and take the French Channel ports of Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne. The First Battle of Ypres began on 20 October and, except for a brief lull after the final day of the month, lasted until the third week of November, when rain and snow brought the fighting to a close.

Initially the Germans attacked on a wide front but as the fighting continued they concentrated on the sector defended by the British who were heavily outnumbered, in places by as much as seven to one. The savage fighting reached a crisis on 11 November, when a tightly packed formation of Prussian Guards, jogging along through the midst, punched a hole through the British line, but they were slow in exploiting their success. Their hesitation allowed the British to hastily assemble a scratch force—including cooks, orderlies, headquarters personnel, and engineers—which managed to close the gap. Unaware that this represented the last line of British resistance, the Prussian Guards faltered and were subsequently driven back by the 2nd Oxfordshire and Buckingham Light Infantry. Ypres was held but at the expense of destroying much of what remained of Britain’s prewar professional army.3

When the lines stabilized east of Ypres, the war of movement ended and was replaced by siege warfare. The opposing armies faced each other in two continuous lines of trenches that weaved some 450 miles, from the Swiss frontier to the coast of Belgium. The shallow and improvised trenches of the first few months grew deeper and more elaborate as the conflict wore on. Early in the war the British trench system, which was basically similar to that of the French and Germans, consisted of three parallel lines: the front, support, and reserve. The lines were not straight but zigzagged at right angles to protect against enfilading fire from the flanks and reduce the effects of shell blasts, and were connected by winding communication trenches along which passed reliefs, ammunition, and rations. Trenches were dug deep enough to allow a man to stand up straight without being seen by the enemy and reinforced with sandbags piled to form parapets in front and parados in the rear—to protect the soldiers’ backs from shells falling behind them. In cases where the water table was high, the trenches were raised six to eight feet from the ground with dirt and sandbags. The command post was close to the front line, a hundred yards or less back, and it contained dugouts and, space permitting, served as a temporary shelter for seriously wounded men. In front of the fire trench lay a continuous belt of heavy barbed wire with razor-sharp teeth to slow down and entangle attacking infantry. The opposing armies were separated by no-man’s-land, which gradually became a rough, shell-pocked terrain, littered with debris and dead bodies. The average width was normally several hundred yards, although it could narrow in some places to ten or fifteen yards.4

[image: Image]

1. The Western Front at the Close of 1914

The absence of flanks to turn on the western front meant that the enemy had to be attacked frontally. But during the prewar period when new weapons were appearing—particularly the machine gun and fast-firing artillery—the leading professional soldiers had failed to make corresponding changes in tactical doctrines and military techniques. Thus the increased firepower of modern weapons had given the defense a clear advantage. After the stalemate set in, all the commanders, particularly those on the Allied side, were slow to acknowledge military reality, convinced that with more men and guns they could successfully carry out the strategic doctrines in which they had been trained. Rather than reevaluate the premise upon which the new war was being fought, they continued to place their reliance on the offensive and, in so doing, applied the tactics of the preceding century. In short, they tried to make the conflict fit their precepts instead of adapting their tactics and strategy to meet the new conditions of war.

Early on, the conventional plan for a breakthrough called for a preliminary artillery barrage designed to break up the barbed wire, damage the fortifications, and leave the occupants in the trench dead, or dazed and demoralized. Then as the guns lifted, the infantry would clamber over the top and, with fixed bayonets, advance in waves into no-man’s-land. But the softening-up process rarely accomplished what it set out to do. Once the attacking troops were sighted they were subjected to artillery blasts, and as they approached the enemy’s trenches, most of the survivors fell victim to machine-gun fire. Consequently neither side was able to dislodge the other.

Despite the near destruction of the regular army during the First Battle of Ypres, the BEF had grown to 350,000 men by the end of the winter in 1915 owing to the constant flow of reinforcements—regular units recalled from overseas, imperial contingents, and territorial divisions. The steadily increasing size of the BEF had enabled Sir John to divide his force into two armies, assigning the 1st (comprising the I, IV, and Indian Corps) to Haig and the 2nd (II, III, and V Corps) to Smith-Dorrien.5

For much of 1915 the Germans remained on the defensive in the west, concentrating on trying to knock out the Russians. The initiative therefore passed to the French who, because of their predominant military strength, dominated the alliance. Joffre was convinced that the Germans could be expelled from France after a series of preliminary attacks had exhausted their reserves. In January 1915 he came to a decision that as soon as the ground was dry enough he would attempt to eradicate the German bulge between Reims and Arras. To that end he evolved a plan calling for a joint offensive in the north by the British and the French Tenth Army to coincide with his own thrust in Champagne. Sir John readily gave his consent to participate in the attack and accommodated Joffre again when he agreed to relieve French units north of Ypres so that the Tenth Army could be reinforced. But the diversion to the Dardanelles of the expected crack 29th Division upset Sir John’s plans. Consequently he reneged on his promise to extend his front and an angry Joffre reacted by canceling the Tenth Army’s offensive. Sir John, stung by French criticism that the British were not pulling their weight, unwisely decided to proceed on his own.6

French entrusted the operation to Haig, whose battle plan was meticulous and imaginative, setting a template for future set-piece trench assaults. The idea was to capture Neuve-Chapelle (in Artois) and secure Aubers Ridge, then send support troops into the gap and advance on Lille, an important rail and road communications center. The battle opened at 7:30 a.m. on 10 March with a short but intense artillery barrage, followed by the infantry’s advance along a two-mile front. The British caught the Germans completely by surprise and quickly overran the village, penetrating to a depth of 1,200 yards. But they were unable to maintain their momentum because of the breakdown of communications and the resultant delays between front and rear had prevented the second wave of troops from moving into the gap. This gave the Germans time to bring up their reserves and blunt any further advance. Haig called off the attack on 13 March after the British had suffered 13,000 casualties. Although the British had failed to gain their objective, General Headquarters considered the attack a partial success. In its first independent operation of the war, the British Army had succeeded in piercing the German line and proved that it was an effective fighting force. The High Command was optimistic that with better coordination and tactical refinements the next attack might break through completely.7

Sir John patched up his differences with Joffre and negotiations between the two commanders resumed on 24 March. A week later Sir John affirmed his intention to cooperate in Joffre’s projected offensive in Artois as well as to relieve two French corps around Ypres. For the British Army it would prove to be a fateful decision. While Falkenhayn planned to remain on the defensive in the west in 1915, he made an exception when assured that the introduction of a new deadly weapon would overcome the dominance of the defense and break the stalemate. The experiment was set to take place in the Ypres area in April.


1. Ypres, the Salient and the Defending V Corps Divisions

THE TOWN OF YPRES, PRONOUNCED Ee-pruh, is in the northwestern corner of Belgium, just across the French border. It was once an architectural showpiece with its towers, spires, and ornate stone buildings, best represented by the Gothic grandeur of St. Martin’s Cathedral and Cloth Hall, both dating back to the thirteenth century. During the Middle Ages it acquired importance as the center of the cloth industry and its population was said to be more than 40,000. Over time wars, invasions, and migrations undermined the lucrative cloth trade and drastically reduced the town’s inhabitants. Ypres experienced a bit of a revival in the nineteenth century, thanks mainly to the growth of agriculture in the countryside. Just before the Great War broke out, Ypres was a picturesque backwater, with much of the activity centered in the large town square, which served as an open-air market for farm and other products. Adding a bit to the local economy was the trickle of informed tourists who visited the town to admire its medieval treasures. Its 17,500 citizens went about their work quietly, lived reasonably well, and for the most part were devoted Catholics.

With the advent of the First World War, Ypres served as a battleground once more, this time because of its strategic location. During the final stage of the race to the sea, it stood in the path of the Germans and, in addition, was the gateway to the Channel ports, the fall of which would have interrupted the flow of supplies to the BEF. The Germans were naturally anxious to capture the city and their first attempt in the fall of 1914, as was already noted, came perilously close to succeeding. No one on either side could have anticipated at the close of the battle that over the next four years the area would become notorious as an open graveyard.

The intense bombardment by German artillery during the First Battle of Ypres had destroyed significant sections of the town, including the famous Cloth Hall, and drove many of its citizens to seek shelter elsewhere. As the lines stabilized, some of the inhabitants returned and soon workmen were busy repairing the damage—clearing debris, filling shell holes, and rebuilding or mending houses. Restaurants and pastry shops reopened, commerce resumed in the marketplace, and the streets were again active. An occasional shell would fall on the town and disturb the placid atmosphere, but for the most part life went on as before.

The end of the fighting in Flanders late in November 1914 had created a small arch in front of Ypres that jutted six miles into the enemy’s lines. Ypres, known as “Wipers” to the British soldiers was the dominant town in the area. In the surrounding countryside patches of woodlands dotted the isolated farms and there were occasional undulations in the land, but the terrain was relatively flat and bare. Forming a semicircle on the eastern side of the town, at a distance of three to six miles, were a series of ridges, the highest rising to about 150 feet above sea level. The Germans occupied most of these ridges and from there enjoyed a clear view of wide stretches of the plain below, including Ypres itself. The Yser Canal passed behind Ypres and continued in a northerly direction all the way to the sea.1

There was no logical reason for the Allies to have retained Ypres and the salient, which were exposed to German fire from three sides. Moreover, there were only a few pontoon bridges over the Yser Canal in the rear and, in case of an enemy breakthrough, it is doubtful if more than a handful of Allied troops would have escaped to safety. To avoid their dangerous defensive position, the Allies would have been well advised to evacuate the salient and establish a line along the Yser Canal, just behind Ypres. But Allied leaders were swayed by political and emotional factors to hold on to the small patch of land. Ypres was the only major town in Belgium that had not fallen to the Germans and it stood as a symbol of defiance and determination. A withdrawal would not only forfeit territory for which a good deal of blood had been shed, but also be interpreted by the public as a major German victory.

The French had held the salient during the winter, but in the spring Joffre arranged to turn over two-thirds of it to the British in order to free troops for his proposed operation.2 Sir John assigned Lt. Gen. Sir Herbert Plumer, whose V Corps formed part of the Second Army, the task of replacing the French troops. The movement began with the 27th Division relieving the 17th French Division from north of Hill 60 to Polygon Wood during a seven-day stretch early in April. Less than a week later the 28th Division, moving on the left of the 27th, took over from the French 39th Division and extended the front to Gravenstafel Ridge. The 1st Canadian Division, replacing the 11th French Division between 14 and 17 April, carried the line in a northwesterly direction to a point opposite Poelcappelle. Here the Canadians joined up with the French, who still held the western face of the salient all the way to Steenstraat, next to the Belgian sector. Defending the French front were two divisions, the 45th Algerian, adjoining the Canadians, and beyond it the overage 87th Territorial.3

All three British-led contingents in the Ypres Salient had been formed after the outbreak of the Great War. The 1st Canadian Division was assembled in August 1914 from volunteers who came from every part of the country. The men pouring into the Canadian recruiting stations, two-thirds of whom were born in Britain, were largely amateurs. Practically all the senior Canadian officers belonged to the prewar militia, but only a few had combat experience. Canada had no military tradition, no precedents to follow at the outset, and so arrangements rested on the age-old formula of trial and error. There was no proper course of training at Valcartier, the newly built military camp near Quebec, and, while the recruits showed plenty of zeal, much had to be improvised. All recruits engaged in foot and arms drilling, rifle practice, and route marches, but after six weeks the Canadian expeditionary force was still disorganized, with only a bare schooling in the art of soldiering when it left to complete its training in England.4

The seas were calm and the twelve-day crossing was uneventful. It was a historic moment when the first ships arrived on 14 October and dropped their anchor in Plymouth Sound. The Canadian Division was the first major contingent from among the dominions to land on the shores of the mother country. Church bells rang out and there were messages of welcome from the Secretary of State for War Lord Kitchener and the Mayor of Plymouth. The townspeople crowded the waterfront area, greeting the disembarking troops with cheers, applauses, hearty handshakes, and cigarettes.5 Newspapers covered the arrival of Canadians with felicitous comments. A case in point was the following entry in the Morning Post: “They will soon be of great value in the fighting line.… But they are also of great value to the empire because they are a symbol of its unity and potential strength.”6

Standing on the quay, along with other dignitaries, was Lt. Gen. Edwin Alderson, who was ready to take command of the Canadian Division. Like many of his contemporaries in the British Army, Alderson had seen much active service in imperial campaigns. During the South African conflict, Canadian units had formed part of his command, apparently a key factor in his selection to direct the Canadian Division. An accomplished horseman and author of several books, the fifty-five-year-old Alderson was respected for his dedication and kind, gentle character. He was not especially imaginative nor was his field generalship remarkable, but he had other attributes that made him a suitable choice for his new post. With thirty-six years of experience in the army, he approached his task with drive and patience and deserves much credit for molding the raw, poorly prepared Canadians into a coherent and effective fighting force.7

Alderson later met and exchanged courtesies with his three Canadian brigade commanders—Brig. Gen. Arthur Currie (2nd Brigade), Brig. Gen. Richard Turner (3rd Brigade), and Brig. Gen. Malcolm Mercer (1st Brigade). Of the three, only Turner had seen active service. He had taken part in the South African war where, as a second lieutenant, he had won both the Victoria Cross and the Distinguished Service Order.8 Although he was courageous, hardworking, and had a regular army background, he lacked good judgment, decisiveness, and ability to control large bodies of men, qualities vital to a frontline commander. Currie, although an unsuccessful businessman, would prove to be far more adept as a field general.9 Mercer, a bachelor and prominent Toronto lawyer, was a skilled administrator with a firm grasp of detail.10

Some of the local inhabitants were uninformed about Canada and expected to see men who were dressed in pelts or red-skinned and decorated with feathers. An old lady approached R. F. Haig, a cavalryman, and asked, “Are you a Canadian?” He replied, “Yes.” She then said, “Where are your feathers?” As the Canadians were marching through the streets of the town, H. A. Marlow (Lord Strathcona’s Horse) overheard a woman yell out, “Come on and see the Canadians coming”; when her friend appeared she exclaimed, “Oh blimey, they can speak English.”11

Boarding trains at Plymouth, the Canadian Division traveled seven hours to stations in Wiltshire, followed by a march of eight or ten miles to Salisbury Plain, a large camp that had been used as a military training ground for the regular army and territorial forces. The summer weather at Valcartier had been sunny and pleasant, with only a few days of heavy rainfall. At Salisbury conditions could not have been more wretched. The last Canadian units had barely arrived when a cold driving rain soaked the camp, signaling the start of what would turn out to be the wettest winter in recent memory. Between the middle of October 1914 and the middle of February, rain fell on 89 of 124 days, with intermittent frost and biting winds in between. “I know now why the English people invented the word ‘rotten’—no other word would do justice to this weather,” Maj. Arthur Kirkpatrick (3rd Battalion) confided to his diary. The 29.3 inches of precipitation for that period almost doubled the average for the preceding thirty-two years.12

Conditions in the camp grew progressively worse. An impenetrable layer of limestone, lying several inches below the topsoil, prevented drainage and turned the field into a sea of mud. Since no permanent barracks were available during the early weeks, Canadians were housed in unheated tents. Apart from the cold, the poor quality of the canvas allowed rain to seep in, often soaking the occupants and their possessions and allowing no relief from the ever-present dampness. According to R. D. Haig of Winnipeg (6th Battalion) the men eventually adopted an unusual habit before retiring at night in order to make life a little less miserable: “That was never take your clothes off, because it was much easier to get up in the morning damp-wet than get up in the morning and try to put on cold, damp clothes. So we kept our clothes on.”13 From time to time violent winds flattened sodden tents, leaving the dwellers shivering and wet and scattering papers and articles over the muddy ground. Major Kirkpatrick described the disruption and discomfort he experienced on one such occasion when he walked down to 2nd Battalion mess tent at 5 p.m. to hear a lecture:

Pitch dark, black as a hat, and blowing a gale. Fell over a tent guy and took a roll in the mud. Lecture inaudible on account of the roaring of the wind and the rain on the tent. Suddenly at 5:30 with a report like a shot, snap went the guy ropes, crack went the pole, and down on our heads came the soaking canvas, chasing us all out into the driving rain, now turned to sleet. So cold and pitiless was the wind one could hardly stand up. Nearly all the large tents went down.… I found myself up to my knees in mud in the wild blackness searching for the road, then struggled back, joyful to find the men’s tents standing and mine also. But the rain, driven by that wind, went clear through our rotten tents, soaked everything inside, and gave us a very miserable night.14

Despite the wet and cold weather the troops remained in surprising good health but, when they began to move into huts at the close of the year, there was a sharp increase in sickness. Overcrowding in ill-ventilated huts, together with improper sanitary practices, led to the spread of contagious diseases. But it was the deplorable weather, far more so than the general health of the men, that played havoc with the training schedule. According to a unit historian the recruits were able to train seriously on only 40 days out of a total of 130.15 For much of the time little or nothing could be done. The Canadians would have been much better off if they had remained at Valcartier. To make matters worse, the time allotted to the Canadians at Salisbury was insufficient, less than four months before they proceeded to France.

Weather permitting, the Canadians, with the help of a handful of British instructors, practiced route marching, foot and arms drills, entrenching, and bayonet fighting. Marksmanship was stressed but range facilities had to be shared with Kitchener’s New Armies. On the firing range, each infantryman was allotted 155 rounds. Additionally, the men practiced charger-loading and rapid fire with dummy cartridges. The object was to attain the speed and precision of British regular soldiers, who could fire twelve to fifteen aimed shots a minute.16

Although much effort and expense had gone into equipping the Canadian Division at Valcartier, the months on Salisbury Plain revealed that many of the items were unsuitable and needed to be replaced. Regrettably the one vital piece of equipment that was not exchanged, in spite of its known defects, was the Ross rifle. The flamboyant Canadian Minister of Militia, Sam Hughes, had unbounded faith in the rifle, which had been produced in Quebec City by a close friend. While the Ross fired with more precise accuracy than the British Lee-Enfield, it was longer, heavier, required constant cleaning, and, much more significantly, had a tendency to jam during rapid fire. Hughes shrugged off the perceived faults as irrelevant or concocted by rival gun manufacturers.17 Ultimately the Canadian Division would pay a heavy price for Hughes’s misguided confidence in the Ross rifle.

While the Canadians worked through the deplorable conditions on the plain with admirable patience, they made no attempt to match the spit-and-polish standards of the British citizen armies. The Canadian recruits came from a broad section of the population, some of whom were rough-and-ready types with a devil-may-care attitude and holding little respect for higher authority. They frequently called their officers by their first name, seldom saluted them, were apt to leave camp without permission, and, more often than not, engaged in brawls in neighboring towns or returned late and drunk. “We must not expect Canadians to behave as our men do,” one British newspaper explained to its readers. “Anglo-Saxon though they are, they come to us from a rude frontier country where class and rank are unimportant.” Harold Peat, a diminutive Canadian private, would not have disagreed with that assessment: “As far as discipline was concerned we were a joke.”18

Units of the 1st Canadian Division began leaving Salisbury Plain on 7 February and boarded trains destined for the port of Avonmouth, a suburb of Bristol. The first ships carrying the Canadian troops crossed the Channel the next day and docked at St. Nazaire, the port of disembarkation in France. J. F. C. Fuller, an early British theorist in armored warfare and young staff officer at the start of the war, was put in charge of unloading the ships carrying the Canadians. When he approached a group of Canadians and assigned them the work he was told bluntly that they “had come over to fight and not do coolie work” and “so they refused to handle their baggage.” Fuller was highly annoyed but, rather than make an issue of it, ordered British troops to carry out the task.19

From St. Nazaire the men marched to the railway station and squeezed into boxcars marked HOMMES 40, CHEVAUX 8 (meaning forty men or, alternately, eight horses to a car) for their two-day journey, which would carry them across France to their billeting area near Hazebrouck. Here the Canadians were inspected on 20 February by Sir John French, who reported to Kitchener that he was impressed with what he saw, judging them to be hardy, fit, solidly built, well trained, and capable of taking “their place in the line of battle.”20 But appearances can be misleading. W. F. Graham (2nd Battalion) was one of many Canadian survivors who would later recall that he and his comrades were nowhere near battle ready when they left Salisbury Plain: “All we had was a lot of drill and a little bayonet practice and things like that.”21 Interruptions caused by crossing the Atlantic and gale-like storms on Salisbury Plain had reduced their overall training period to no more than four months, about half the time allotted to Britain’s new citizen armies, the first divisions of which did not arrive in France until the second week in May 1915.

Before the Canadians were entrusted with their own section of the line, they received a brief introduction to the intricacies of trench warfare. As they left for the front the Canadians were naïvely self-confident, an attitude growing out of their inexperience. They tended to underestimate the fighting capacity of the Germans, whom they referred to, usually in the singular, by derogatory nicknames—undoubtedly borrowed from the British—such as “the Boche,” “Heine,” “Fritz,” “Kraut,” and “the Hun.” As part of Haig’s First Army, they took over from the British 7th Division 6,400 yards of front in the Fleurbaix sector on 3 March. A week later the Canadians received their first exposure to the fighting when they participated indirectly in the Battle of Neuve-Chapelle. Their role was to fire on the German positions to distract them while the British on their right advanced against Aubers Ridge. In its first rapid fire under conditions of battle the Ross rifle displayed the flaws that its critics had identified during training. Sgt. W. R. Duncan (14th Battalion) recalled half a century later that “when we started rapid fire it jammed,” and you had to “take your foot and bash the bolt down.”22

The remainder of the Canadians’ stay in front of Fleurbaix was relatively quiet and on 27 March they were relieved by the British 8th Division and sent to billets north of the River Lys. Here they underwent an intense period of training in which they were taught the finer points of assaulting hostile trenches, mining, grenade throwing, wire cutting, and rapid entrenchment. The Canadians, it seemed, were being groomed for the next big Allied attack in the Neuve-Chapelle sector. But nothing is certain in war and on 1 April they were chosen to replace one of the French divisions in the Ypres Salient and assigned to the V Corps, thus shifting from the First Army to the 2nd. The last of the Canadians moved into the sector vacated by the French 11th Division on 17 April. Manning the 4,500-yard line was Turner’s 3rd Brigade on the left and Currie’s 2nd Brigade on the right, with Mercer’s 1st Brigade in reserve in the vicinity of Vlamertinghe. In the front line next to the French lay, from left to right, the 13th, 15th, 8th, and 5th Battalions. General Alderson formally assumed command of the new line at 10 a.m. on 17 April and set up his headquarters in the Château des Trois Tours, near Brielen, several miles behind the Yser Canal.23

While the Canadian soldiers were for the most part amateurs, the two British divisions in the salient on their right, the 28th and 27th respectively, were made up of regular battalions recalled from imperial garrison duties and hastily thrown together in the fall of 1914. No complete study of either division has as yet appeared in print and much of the following information about their origins and early history was gleaned from unpublished sources.

The various imperial units assigned to form the 27th Division assembled at Magdalen Hill Camp outside of Winchester during November and December 1914. The division was composed of thirteen battalions, ten from India and the remainder from Hong Kong, Tientsin, and Canada. The field companies, signal company, field ambulances, and train were stripped from territorial forces.24 The new division was divided into three brigades: 80th, 81st, and 82nd. The 27th was under the command of Maj. Gen. Thomas D’Oyly Snow, known to his friends as “Slush” or “Snowball.” A soldier since 1879, Snow was a veteran of the Zulu War in South Africa and the Mahdist War, where he had been in the doomed expedition to relieve “Chinese” Gordon in Khartoum. He had also taken part in the Nile campaign of 1898, fighting in the battles of Atbara and Omdurman. At the outbreak of war in 1914, Snow was placed in charge of the 4th Division and during the Battle of the Marne was badly injured when his horse fell and rolled on him, cracking his pelvis.25 He spent many weeks convalescing, first in Paris then in Woolwich, and as a result was forced to give up his command. The effects of his injury were lasting, requiring periodic treatment back home, and may have accounted for his impatience and abrasive disposition. He had only partially recovered when he received a telegram requesting him to report to the War Office immediately. Snow described what followed:

On my arrival at the War Office I was shown into Lord Kitchener’s room and he told me that he had selected me to command the 27th Division, which … was to be formed at Winchester.… I told Lord Kitchener that I had not nearly recovered from my accident, and I doubted whether I was yet strong enough to carry out such an arduous task. In his usual manner he said that that did not matter; I was to see what I could do and if later I found that I could not carry on I should be relieved. There was nothing to be done but to accept the situation.26

Whether Snow was able to select his staff is unclear but he claimed to be satisfied with them, noting they were all talented and experienced officers. Kitchener told him that he could choose his brigade commanders, provided they were not currently on active service. “This proviso was a great mistake,” Snow wrote, “as the division would have been better served had officers with experience of fighting in Flanders been sent to command the brigades.”27 Perhaps so, but Kitchener’s hands were tied. French, far from being able to spare trained officers, kept demanding more and more from Kitchener. At any rate Snow had no reason to grumble for, by his own admission, he considered his brigade commanders—Brig. Gen. C. G. Fortescue (80th Brigade), Brig. Gen. D. A. Macfarlane (81st Brigade), and Brig. Gen. I. A. M. Stop-ford (82nd Brigade)—quite capable. Snow assembled his staff on 19 November, by which time the various divisional units had begun to arrive at Winchester. The first to reach the camp (16 December) was Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI), which consisted of veterans of the South African War and ex-British regulars. Since it required little more than preliminary training and would be ready to take the field in a few weeks, it was detached from the Canadian contingent and became part of the 80th Brigade.

Snow inspected the troops as they arrived and recorded that “they were a fine body of men of the right age,” but that their level of training lagged behind current army standards in England. Consequently he put them through a grueling training program with emphasis on musketry, route marching, and entrenchment. Initially he did not think that the heavy rainfall would have much effect on the men or interfere with their training exercises. He was wrong, as he later acknowledged. The abnormally wet weather, which turned the field into a sea of mud, together with the raw cold, was a severe trial for the units from the east, but at least it hardened them for the conditions in Flanders.

The battalions came with clothing and equipment that were unsuitable for the climate and rigors of trench life in France. Most of the men’s kit was replaced. A few items were unavailable, the principal one being their boots. The rapid expansion of the British Army, not to mention the needs of the Canadian battalions, whose boots were not designed for heavy marching and continual soaking in the mud, had temporarily exhausted War Office stock. Being first on the scene, the PPCLI were not affected. When the shortages occurred they had already replaced all their equipment, including the Ross rifle, which they gladly exchanged for the Lee-Enfield.

Snow was generally pleased by what his men were able to accomplish in a short period of time but admitted that their training was “much handicapped by the weather, the mud, bad boots, and a general absence of all that we required.” As troops were badly needed in the fighting line, Snow, to his despair, was compelled to cut short the acclimatization period. He recalled after the war: “As soon as the troops had arrived Lord Kitchener began asking me daily by letter or wire whether I was ready to start, though I can hardly believe he meant it seriously. He ordered me to report personally to him at the War Office twice a week. At each of my visits he expressed astonishment when I said I was not ready to start.”28

Under constant badgering from the War Office, Snow advanced the departure date to 19 December. Leaving only a month after it had gathered at Winchester, the 27th Division was reasonably well equipped but lacked cohesion, training, and team spirit. Much to Snow’s dismay, some of the division’s shortcomings were evident even before it set sail for France: “We marched from Winchester to Southampton, a distance of twelve miles by an excellent road. How many men fell out I don’t know but the road, after the division had passed, resembled very much the road on the line of the retreat from Mons, men lying about at the sides of the road and equipment thrown away. It was a discouraging sight after my 4th Division experience, when never a man fell out or seldom even was one out of dressing.”29

The 27th completed its disembarkation at St. Omer on 23 December and during the first week of the new year was directed to take over the trenches from the French 32nd Division in the vicinity of St. Eloi.30 The men marched seventeen miles over paved roads before reaching the designated front, an undertaking that would have been a serious challenge for troops wearing sturdy boots, accustomed to route marching and able to rest at the end in a comfortable billet. Snow considered it criminal folly to send men into wet, cold trenches after they were exhausted and had perspired profusely during their long trek: “I know I ought to have objected to the arrangement, but I hesitated to do so as I was a newcomer to trench warfare and quite inexperienced.… Literally hundreds of men, probably four hundred, though I’m not sure of the exact number, reported sick the next morning and there were many others who ought to have done so, but their pluck kept them going.”31

The 27th Division held a line of about 3,500 yards in length. For weeks there was little activity, but on the night of 27–28 February the PPCLI staged a seventy-five-man trench raid. The object of the party was to destroy the German trenches that threatened some of the battalion’s defensive positions and to gather what intelligence it could. The plan was to attack the right side of the trench, which reconnaissance had shown was clear of wire, and then extend down as far as possible. The mission was successfully completed and the men pulled out before daylight.32 The twenty or so casualties suffered by the regiment occurred mostly during the withdrawal. As a result of the information garnered from the Canadian foray, it was decided to mount a more extensive operation on the night of 1–2 March with the view not merely to briefly occupy the trench but to hold it. Supported by artillery fire, the 4th King’s Royal Rifle Corps made the attack and captured the trench, but was forced to relinquish it after taking heavy casualties.

The commander of the Second Army, General Smith-Dorrien, questioned the logic of mounting two separate operations on two successive nights. He told Plumer that, notwithstanding the gallantry of the troops involved, he could not help thinking that the operations “were carried out without very careful consideration and had the two enterprises been combined in one and carried out in one night, I believe the results would have been greater and casualties less.”33

The Germans replied on 14 March when they made a surprise attack on St. Eloi at 5 p.m. Southeast of the village there was an artificial heap of ground about thirty feet high and seventy yards long known as the “Mound,” which commanded the surrounding flat country. Despite the tenacious resistance by elements of the 80th Brigade, the Mound and the trenches on either side of it fell, as did St. Eloi shortly afterward.34 Brig. Gen. J. R. Longley, who had replaced the ailing Stopford in January 1915, brought up reserves from his own 82nd Brigade, the 1st Royal Irish, and the 1st Prince of Wales Leinster Regiment, for an immediate counterattack. The trenches and St. Eloi were recovered but the Mound remained in enemy hands.35

In the aftermath of this action there were changes in the leadership of the 80th and 81st Brigades with Brig. Gens. W. E. B. Smith and H. L. Croker replacing Fortescue and Macfarlane, respectively. Of the incident Snow writes, “Two out of the three infantry brigadiers who started with me from England were sent home, the third having been invalided almost as soon as we arrived at Saint-Omer. I fought hard for both these officers, both keen and hard-working officers, and on account of my defense of them I nearly suffered the same fate. I admit that the brigadiers they sent me in their place were more experienced as they were commanding officers who had been through the retreat on the Aisne, but that does not remove the injustice to those who suffered.”36 A fortnight later, Snow received orders to relieve a French division in the Ypres Salient. He was not sorry to leave the St. Eloi sector. While his troops were taking their place in the new line, he set up his headquarters in a magnificent château at Potijze, about a mile east of Ypres.

The other British division in the salient, the 28th, had assembled and mobilized at Hursley, Pitt Hill, and Magdalen Hill Camps during December 1914 and January 1915. Its three brigades—83rd (Brig. Gen. R. C. Boyle), 84th (Brig. Gen. L. J. Bols), and 85th (Brig. Gen. A. J. Chapman)—were made up of twelve regular infantry battalions, with ten from India, and one each from Singapore and Egypt. Support units were obtained in the same way as those of the 27th.37

The commander of the 28th, Maj. Gen. Edward Bulfin, age fifty-two, had seen considerable active service in South Africa, returning home in 1902. His career then took a new direction as he abandoned regimental soldering in favor of staff work. Over the next decade he served successively as deputy assistant adjutant general (DAAG), I Army Corps, and assistant adjutant general (AAG) and quartermaster-general (QMG) in Cape Colony. Back in England he was given command, first of a battalion and then of an infantry brigade (2nd). At the outbreak of war he and his brigade, as part of the original BEF, were transported over to France. Toward the end of October, while the First Battle of Ypres raged, he organized a makeshift force of six battalions known as Bulfin’s Force and led a counterattack that drove back the Germans.38 On 1 November he was severely wounded, an injury that would have lasting physical effects. Haig paid tribute to his courage and leadership qualities in his diary and regarded him “a tower of strength at all times.”39

Although Bulfin’s recovery proceeded slowly, he was deemed fit enough after only six weeks to be put in charge of a division. By experience and temperament he was not well suited for his new post. Nothing in his earlier career suggested that he possessed the tactical flexibility to cope with the frustration and challenge of trench warfare. It appears, too, that he was not the same man that he had been before his injury. His loyal and competent GSO1, Lt. Col. Lord D. Loch,40 admired his heart and determination but was not blind to his many shortcomings. In his letters home, he claimed that Bulfin was irritable and impatient, that he micromanaged, gave irrational orders, tended to treat his brigadiers “like dogs,” changed his mind frequently, and was incapable of adopting a definite policy.41 In short, the picture he paints of Bulfin is that of “a courageous but debilitated man struggling to cope with responsibilities beyond his competence.”42 It may be that Loch’s criticism was overstated, growing out of frustration at being passed over for a much coveted divisional command in favor of men he perceived to be less talented, but it should be noted that observers from other units harshly condemned the staff work of the 28th Division and described Bulfin as obstinate and headstrong.43

The 28th went through an abbreviated training period as well and faced the same conditions and obstacles in camp as the 27th. It was issued new equipment, which, in some cases, was substandard. In particular the boots, which R. S. H. Moody, a regimental historian, described as being of second importance only to an infantryman’s weapon, were a constant source of distress. The War Office had received a new consignment of footwear but they were not of the sturdy regular type. Moody noted: “The newly issued boots were not of proper quality: the heels came off and the nails went through.”44 The weather was horrible and played havoc with the already limited training period. In the wake of a violent squall, which collapsed many tents, an exasperated Bulfin sent a letter to corps headquarters, complaining about conditions in the camp that, he maintained, made it impossible to conduct training exercises.45

The only incident worthy of note was the inspection of the division by the King on 12 January 1915. It was standard practice for the monarch to do so each time a division was ready to leave for the front. On a cold, wet day, His Majesty, accompanied by Lord Kitchener, walked down the long lines, stopping to chat with officers and wishing them good luck. In his speech he complimented the 28th Division on its bearing and discipline and was confident that it would acquit itself well at the front. All who saw the division agreed that it was made up of the finest body of men.46

The 28th left Southampton during the middle of January and disembarked at Le Havre between 16 and 19 January 1915. At the beginning of February it occupied a portion of the line on the left of the 27th that extended from St. Eloi to the Ypres-Zandvoorde Road.47 The division got off to a bad start. In fact it had barely settled in when one of its units lost a stretch of trench on 4 February. Loch explained what happened: “The Germans went and blew up one of our trenches, held by the E. Yorks. The next thing we heard was that the E. Yorks were retiring. Then rumors got worse and we heard nothing except of retirement everywhere.… People had to be brought up to retake the trenches and so on. About 3 a.m. we began to realize that things were not nearly as bad and that the E. Yorks had only played the ass. They lost 150 yards of trench and put the whole line into confusion.”48
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2. Ypres 1915: Prior to Gas Attack

It seems that in relieving the 1st Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, the E. Yorks erroneously occupied a derelict trench once held by the French. On the morning of 4 February they were attacked and, when driven out, abandoned two machine guns. The next day brigade headquarters ordered Lt. Col. M. J. Sweetman, the commanding officer (CO) of the E. Yorks, to carry out a night attack to recapture the so-called International Trench. Sweetman lost his way and ran into a nest of enemy snipers hidden in a two-story building. After sustaining a number of casualties, he received a message to stop the attack and withdraw his men. The confusion surrounding the relief and the action that followed on 4 and 5 February suggested poor discipline and was an embarrassment for the division and its leaders. Sweetman, who according to Loch was “not the man for the job,” was sent home.49

Over the next few weeks there were other disconcerting incidents, the cumulative effect of which exhausted the patience of Sir John French. “You may or may not have heard that there has been trouble over the 28th Division,” Sir Henry Rawlinson (CO of the IV Corps) told Lord Kitchener, his former commanding officer. “They don’t seem to be able to tumble to this trench warfare business and Sir John is much displeased with them.” French took the unusual step of exchanging 28th Division brigades with seasoned ones from the 3rd and 5th Divisions, although the arrangement lasted only until April.50

Bulfin was feeling the heat and in moments of exasperation wondered why he had been spared the ax. He commiserated with his closest aides one evening after dinner at divisional headquarters. In a letter to his wife, Loch alluded to his chief’s frank admission as well as his own personal feelings on the matter: “General Bulfin said tonight that if he were in John French’s place he would send him (Bulfin) home to train the army judging by results. Well, I am not sure he is not right. We all ought to go home judging by results. We were not much of a crowd to start with and we have been put into the most difficult place in the line and we have made a mess of it. There is no getting over the fact that we have done badly.”51

How could a division like the 28th, made up of seasoned regulars, acquit itself so poorly in its first tour of the trenches? Bulfin blamed the abbreviated training period, which had inhibited the development of an esprit de corps:

I attribute much of the difficulties and most of the embarrassments, which the 28th Division has had to combat, to the fact that the division has not had any opportunity of any regular form of either brigade or divisional training.… I am convinced that had this division been got together for two months and trained as a division when all might have got to know the others’ values and peculiarities, its striking power and its offensive spirit would have been more than double and the casualties halved. A division cannot be created simply by throwing units together and calling them brigades.52

Bulfin identified only part of the problem. He did not take into consideration that his men’s past experience had not prepared them for conditions on the western front. They were essentially a peace-keeping force and, while they might have occasionally been called upon to contain minor disturbances, they had never encountered an adversary as formidable as the German Army.53 Then, too, they were unaccustomed to the snow, rain, and floods of Flanders, particularly severe during the months of January and February. Their front, like that of the 27th, lay in a low-lying basin so that during the winter months the trenches were perpetually waterlogged and they were forced to stand knee-deep in mud and water. By far the greatest challenge, one almost impossible to deal with, was the enemy’s heavy barrage. None of the men of the 28th Division had faced anything remotely like the constant and destructive force of enemy shelling, which accounted for many of their casualties.

The unprecedented and difficult experiences of the men of the 28th in the early months at the front had a debilitating effect on their morale, discipline, and fighting spirit. Thus their stumbling performance in the early months is understandable. Happily the division would redeem its reputation in subsequent major action.

The 28th Division began moving into the Ypres Salient during the second week in April and took a position on the left of the 27th. The Canadians followed a few days later, moving in between the 28th on its right and a French colonial division on its left. All three divisions belonging to Plumer’s V Corps had been warned of the poor condition of the French frontline trenches, but what they saw exceeded their worst expectations. The lengths of trenches were unconnected and shallow, with breastworks of mud and sandbags that were only a few feet high and in most cases constructed too flimsily to stop a bullet. There was no parados in the rear to protect occupants from artillery shells bursting behind them and no traverses to prevent enemy troops from enfilading fire. Wire entanglements were barely adequate in some places but almost nonexistent in others. On top of this, sanitation conditions were disgusting. Shell holes were used as latrines and the dead were buried in graves so shallow that often their limbs stuck out of the ground. It required a strong stomach to endure the putrid stench of decomposing bodies and excrement that hung permanently over the trenches.

The French put more of an effort into building the General Headquarters (GHQ) Line, which was better prepared for defense. Between one and three miles behind the front, it ran from Zillebeke Lake to a point half a mile northeast of Wieltje Road where it turned westward to link up with a line covering the village of Boesinghe. It was protected by thick barbed wire, continuous except for gaps to permit the passage of friendly troops, and consisted of a number of redoubts, 30 yards across, each designed to hold 50 men, about 450 yards apart.54 Its major weakness was that the trench linking the major strong points was insufficiently fortified and rather shallow.

The French method of conducting war explains why their forward defensive system was pitifully weak. The French held their front line lightly, an early example of the “defense in depth” doctrine that would later be adopted by the Germans with considerable success. In case of a serious attack they withdrew and relied on their effective, fast-firing 75mm field guns to halt the enemy.55 They were willing to give up some ground until they could regain it through appropriate countermeasures.

By contrast British GHQ preferred secure frontline positions, reflecting faith in the infantry’s traditional defensive ability. If driven back, commanding officers were expected to regroup and counterattack to recover the lost ground. However, even if the British had wanted to emulate the French, they would have been unable to do so owing to a lack of artillery and supply of shells.

On arrival in the salient, the British and Canadian troops were put to work to upgrade the deficiencies in the forward line. With enemy trenches only between 150 to 300 yards away, they labored mostly at night to avoid the threat posed by snipers. They connected isolated portions of the front line and added the customary traverses, dug communication trenches, and constructed parados in the rear. Sandbags were brought in to raise the parapets since water was close to the surface and trenches could not be dug more than a few feet. Finally wire obstacles were thickened in no-man’s-land.

The French gave the relieving British and Canadian troops the impression that they were moving into a quiet sector of the Allied line. To be sure the level of activity in the Ypres area had been low throughout the winter and spring of 1914–1915, in comparison to the intensity of the fighting of the previous autumn. There was the usual daily shelling and sniping and each side periodically raided the other’s trenches, which resulted in light casualties and occasionally yielded a few prisoners. By April the Allies no longer felt threatened, notwithstanding the proximity of the German trenches. As it happened, their position was far from secure and not only because of the inherent disadvantages of trying to hold on to a salient. The two French divisions squeezed between the British and the Belgians were of inferior quality. Moreover there was no arrangement to bring the three Allied contingents under a single command. Finally the sites where the armies linked up were chosen haphazardly. The junction of the French and British was in an awkward place, on the shoulder of the salient, while that of the French and Belgians was on the opposite side of the canal. In case of a change in policy, the Germans could scarcely have found a more inviting sector to attack in the west.56


2. Weapon of Horror

AMONG THE WEAPONS EMPLOYED DURING World War I, none provoked greater public revulsion than poison gas. Prior to and during the opening weeks of the Great War, Germany was among several European countries that conducted chemical experiments, even though it had no definite plans to employ gas in any future operations. For one thing, German leaders recognized that it would invite retaliation in kind and, as the normally prevailing winds on the western front blew from west to east, would pose an even greater danger to their own troops. For another, the Hague treaties in 1899 and 1907, to which Germany was a signatory, prohibited the use of projectiles containing poison or deleterious gases. In the aftermath of the Battle of the Marne, however, German military leaders began to relent and became more receptive to the idea of exploring what the effects of gas might be. The first experiment apparently took place on 27 October 1914, when German gunners fired tear gas shells on French troops near Neuve-Chapelle. They went unnoticed by the defenders. The research continued and the Germans tried again, this time on the eastern front at Bolimov on 31 January 1915, when they bombarded Russian positions with T-Stoff shells—filled with liquid benzyl bromide—which on explosion produced a vapor similar to tear gas. They made no impression on the Russians either, for the cold weather prevented the chemical agent from vaporizing on impact.

The inadequacy of irritants called for a novel solution. It was found by Dr. Fritz Haber, director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Berlin, who developed a potentially lethal weapon in the form of chlorine gas. Low-level exposure to chlorine produces breathing difficulty and burning sensation in the nose, eyes, and throat. But prolonged inhalation of extreme doses destroys the respiratory organs and causes painful death by asphyxiation. Since the German Army was short of shells early in 1915, Haber proposed to release the gas from canisters embedded in forward trenches and driven toward the enemy by a favorable wind. Falkenhayn did not have much faith in chlorine gas as a viable war weapon, not to mention that he considered it repugnant to poison men like rats. But Haber pointed out that the end of the war would save lives in the long run, and he was confident that the Allies did not possess the technical capacity to retaliate quickly with toxic chemical agents. Falkenhayn remained skeptical but felt that he had to try something to overcome the military stalemate and so gave his reluctant consent. He did not expect great results, at best a local success, but if the experiment was a failure it would at least have the advantage of covering the movement of eight German divisions to the eastern front, where he was planning an offensive in the Gorlice-Tarnow sector. The forty-nine-year-old Duke Albrecht of Württemberg, whose Fourth Army faced the Ypres area, accepted the responsibility of launching the chlorine attack. It was said that he owed his position in the German Army more to his bloodline than to his skill as a field general.

The French High Command had reports that the Germans intended to use poison gas on their front. Firsthand evidence came from Pvt. August Jäeger, a deserter who surrendered to the French 11th Division on 14 April—before it was relieved by the Canadians. He disclosed under interrogation that a gas attack was impending, gave details on how it was to be delivered, and had in his possession a crude respirator. Independent confirmation came from an agent belonging to the Belgian Army who indicated that the Germans were planning a gas attack on the night of 15–16 April. Any doubts should have been removed when the Belgian Army bulletin published a report from one of its sources that the Germans had ordered twenty thousand mouth protectors from Ghent to insulate their men against the effects of gas. The French High Command, however, did not take these warning signs seriously. A second German deserter, Julius Rapsahl, at least unwilling to betray his country, contradicted Jäeger’s assertions. No large German reinforcements had been detected behind the lines and the absence of an attack on the night of 15–16 April (it was postponed because of adverse wind conditions) strengthened the second deserter’s denial.1 The French military authorities concluded that the rumors were baseless and were intended either to inspire terror among the Allied troops or prevent the transfer of troops from Ypres to near Arras, where Joffre was preparing to launch an attack.

The French did share their intelligence with Second British Army headquarters, which also was inclined to regard it as a myth. British leaders could not bring themselves to believe that the Germans would flagrantly violate the laws of civilized warfare, and they were more worried about the possible increase of enemy activity on their new front rather than vague rumors of poison gas. It is not known for sure if the reports about an impending gas attack percolated beyond divisional command down to the lower formations. It did in the Canadian Division, even though Alderson readily admitted that he did not place much stock in the sources.2 Still Canadian brigade and battalion commanders had no idea of what a gas cloud looked like, what effects it would have, or how to defend their troops against it. As they could offer no answers they saw no point in notifying the men, which, in their view, would only cause fear and confusion. Thus they did nothing. Victor Odlum, then second in command of the 7th Battalion, later recalled: “We could not visualize an attack with gas, we could not guess where the gas would come from or how we would recognize it when it did come, and we did not know what were the necessary precautions. And no one else could tell us. So in the end, like all the others, we simply did nothing except to lay plans for action in case of an ordinary type of attack.”3

By the first week of April the Germans had placed 5,730 cylinders filled with chlorine gas along a 3.75-mile front, mainly opposite the French 87th and 45th Divisions. Since Falkenhayn did not expect too much from the gas, he rejected Albrecht’s request for a division in case of a breakthrough. The plan, to be carried out by units of two reserve corps, the XXIII and XXVI, was limited in its goals. In the center and on their left, it called for the 52nd and 51st Reserve Divisions of the XXVI Reserve Corps to seize Pilckem Ridge and the ground to the east of it, an advance of only 1.5 miles. Simultaneously on the front of the XXIII Reserve Corps on the right, the 45th and 46th Reserve Divisions were to capture Steenstraat and establish bridgeheads at Het Sas and Boesinghe along the line of the canal. No special tactics were evolved for the new weapon as its effect was expected to be overwhelming. Albrecht was confident that if all the objectives were attained the Allies would have no alternative but to withdraw from the salient. Everything was set but the planned gas cloud attack had to be postponed several times because of the absence of an accommodating wind. Albrecht’s opportunity would come on 22 April.

Thursday, 22 April, was a beautiful spring day: warm, sunny, with a faint breeze. German guns shelled French and Canadian trenches throughout the morning but fell silent in the afternoon. The brief period of peace suddenly ended at 4:00 p.m. when the Germans unleashed a violent bombardment, first on the salient and then gradually extending to nearby roads and Ypres, turning the town into a flaming inferno and causing its citizens to flee. An hour later an ominous greenish-yellow wall of fumes was seen drifting slowly across no-man’s-land toward the French line. “At first we thought it was just the intense musketry creating the yellow haze,” recalled Canadian Lt. Ian Sinclair whose battalion (13th), lay next to the French 45th Division.4 Caught by surprise and facing an unknown terror, the hapless Zouaves and Algerians stood no chance. As the gas rolled over their trenches, they choked and gasped for breath, feeling a stabbing pain in the chest, with some vomiting a yellow substance and others staggering, falling, and rolling on the ground in their death throes. A number unknowingly sought relief by lying facedown at the bottom of the trench where the gas (being heavier than air) was in its most concentrated form and suffocated to death within minutes. The rest, half-asphyxiated, dazed, their purple-colored features grimacing in pain, threw away their rifles and equipment and took to their heels. They failed to appreciate, however, that they could not outrun the poisonous fumes and that by taking deeper breaths they were, in effect, sealing their own fate. Maj. Andrew McNaughton, then a Canadian gunner on his way to the front, recalled many years later that they were running “as if the devil was after them, their eyeballs showing white, and coughing their lungs out—they were literally coughing their lungs out; glue was coming out of their mouths. It was a very disturbing, very distressing sight.”5 Most of the survivors streamed to the rear, but some lost their sense of direction and stumbled into nearby trenches held by the 13th Battalion. The horrified Canadians were initially unsure of what was happening. Ian Sinclair told an interviewer in the early 1960s that the Algerians “started pouring into our trench, coughing and bleeding and dying all over the place, and then we realized what it was.”6

As the gas spread on the left of the French colonial troops (45th Division) it caused panic among the 87th Territorial, a division composed of men elderly by military standards.7 With eyes streaming and lungs wracked by hacking coughs, they ran from the death cloud as fast as their aging legs could carry them. The flight of the two French divisions had opened a gap of over four miles in the Allied line and exposed the left flank of the Canadian Division.

Although only the edge of the gas cloud reached the Canadians, those closest to the French sector were in danger of being overcome, or at least severely incapacitated by its ill effects. Fortunately Lt. Col. George Nasmith, a chemist from Toronto, and Capt. F. A. C. Scrimger, medical officer (MO) of the 14th Battalion, were walking together toward St. Julien when they saw a yellow-greenish smoke coming in their direction and determined that it was probably chlorine. They quickly worked out a simple expedient and contacted the men in the trenches, directing them to urinate on a piece of cloth or handkerchief and hold the wet pad over their nose and mouth until the poisonous cloud passed over. “We weren’t equipped with a gas mask,” J. Sprostin, a member of the 14th Battalion, recalled. “Men were coughing, spitting, and chocking and we didn’t know what to do until … Colonel [at the time a Captain] Scrimger was running up and down telling everyone to urinate on your pocket handkerchief, tie it over your mouth, and he saved thousands of lives.”8 Much as it may have been unpleasant, the urine contained ammonia, which partially neutralized the chlorine. An alternative but less effective antidote was a wet rag, since chlorine is water-soluble.
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3. Ypres 1915: Lines at Nightfall, 22 April

The untried Canadians were not easily shaken even after witnessing the gruesome effects of the gas on the Algerians. Owing to their inexperience they were somewhat naïve and, viewing the gas as just another weapon of war, saw no reason to panic. That is quite apparent from the testimony of the survivors. A case in point was McNaughton’s explanation: “Somehow we felt it was the normal course of war. It was unpleasant, it’s true, but nobody got very excited about it. Now later on, when we’d learn a little about war, we wouldn’t have been there at all; we’d have been off within the next couple of hours.”9

The first Canadians to see action in what has been termed the battle of Gravenstafel Ridge were far left elements of the 13th Battalion (A Company) under Maj. D. Rykert McCuaig. Twenty minutes after releasing the gas, German troops had clambered out of their trenches and moved forward unopposed. Although those in the first wave had been given crude respirators, many took them off because of difficulty breathing. Disconcerted at the sight of hundreds of still and writhing bodies along their path, they moved cautiously, staying well behind the outskirts of their own gas. Rudolf Binding, a German officer, was troubled at the carnage caused by the gas: “The effects of the successful gas attack were horrible. I am not pleased with the idea of poisoning men. Of course, the entire world will rage about it first and then imitate us. All the dead lie on their back, with clenched fists; the whole field is yellow. They say that Ypres must fall now. One can see it burning—not without a pang for the beautiful city.”10

The German forces quickly gained their objectives, except in three places—on either wing and in between at Langemarck—which had escaped the full effects of the gas. At the far end of the western line, Steenstraat, about five miles up the canal from Ypres, held out until late in the evening when it succumbed to the 45th German Reserve Division. Farther east the 51st Reserve Division was initially checked at Langemarck but wore down the defenders and captured what remained of the town by 6 p.m. On the extreme right fresh German battalions, pushing toward the open flank of the Canadians, ran into McCuaig’s company. Hugely outnumbered and outgunned and with ranks thinning, McCuaig’s Highlanders refused to budge. About eight hundred yards in the rear two platoons of C Company, 13th Battalion, fought tenaciously until practically wiped out. Nearby a Canadian Field Battery was brought into action, raining exploding shells on Germans making for St. Julien and compelling them to retreat after their ranks had been shredded. Some of the Germans troops halted at Pilckem Ridge, while others moved farther south and occupied Kitchener’s Wood (not named after the famous British war secretary but rather a translation from the French bois de cuisiniers) and Mauser Ridge, where they began to dig in to consolidate their new gains. There were still daylight hours left but it appears that the dogged resistance of the Canadians had led the Germans to believe that large opposition forces lay ahead, which was not the case. Had the Germans realized the full extent of their success in all likelihood they would have marched across the four thousand yards of almost bare ground to capture Ypres, or alternately swung east, cutting off fifty thousand Canadian and British troops in the salient. But Albrecht’s awareness that he could count only on his own troops had deterred him from putting more men in the line. As a result he felt compelled to limit his targets, though he anticipated that when the Allies found their position in the salient constricted they would be forced to evacuate it.

Alderson was inspecting gun emplacements near St. Julien when his attention was drawn by a large cloud of yellowish-green smoke in the French zone. This was followed by a sudden cessation of French rifle fire, which led him to suspect that something serious was afoot. He hurried back to his headquarters, where he learned that the Germans had broken through on the right of the French line. As the telephone lines had been cut by the shelling, such piecemeal information as trickled in to Canadian divisional headquarters over the next few hours was often unclear, outdated, or contradictory. Moreover, the transmission problems meant that orders conveyed to units in the field were often muddled or delayed. Thus there was an absence of reliable intelligence in the hours after the breakthrough, together with the difficulty of establishing lines of communication between headquarters and scattered formations. What the High Command needed above all was time for the fog of war to dissipate, so as to allow an appropriate response to the unfolding danger. The Germans unwittingly helped by stopping their forward movement prematurely.

At about 8 p.m. a French liaison officer, sent by Gen. Henri Putz, who commanded the 87th Territorial and 45th Divisions (as well as formations on the left of the Belgian Army), arrived at Alderson’s headquarters. He indicated that the 45th Division intended to mount a counterattack during the night in the direction of Pilckem and he pleaded for immediate Canadian assistance. The French were either trying to save face or were in denial, for a division that had been practically destroyed, with most of its artillery lost and its survivors scattered and demoralized, was certainly in no condition to take the offensive. Alderson had no knowledge of the sad state of the 45th Division, nor was he aware that the Germans had ended their operation for the day. Turning the matter over in his mind, he concluded that concerted pressure on both sides of the gap might throw the Germans back reeling. Accordingly, he ordered Turner to drive the Germans out of Kitchener’s Wood and press on east of Pilckem as soon as possible.

For the first major Canadian operation of the war, Turner selected two reserve battalions, the 10th and the 16th. The two battalions, comprising 1,500 men and 100 bombers, reached their assembly point some 1,000 yards from the edge of the wood before 11 p.m. Half an hour later they formed up in eight lines, shoulder to shoulder, at intervals of 30 yards. The massed formation was the easiest way to advance at night and might have been appropriate during the Napoleonic Wars but hardly after the advent of the magazine rifle and machine gun. There had been no time for reconnaissance or provide much artillery support, and the exact strength and location of the enemy were unknown. But the Canadians had the element of surprise on their side and their attack would be launched under cover of night. There was no overt apprehension among the men, only excitement and an eagerness to come to grips with the enemy. “Our officer remarked very casually that we were going to attack the wood and drive the Germans back at the point of the bayonet,” recalled J. E. Lockerby, a nineteen-year-old Highlander from Prince Edward Island. “Everyone seemed pleased with the idea of it.”11 A dedicated and enthusiastic chaplain with the 16th Battalion, Canon Frederick Scott, had come along and now moved through the waiting ranks, shaking hands with the men and repeating, “A great day for Canada, boys!”12
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4. The Counterattack on Kitchener’s Wood

At 11:45 p.m. masses of men, with bayonets fixed and rifles at the port, moved silently forward; after covering half the distance they ran into a thick hedge that was interlaced with barbed wire. In the process of cutting the wire and wriggling through the barrier, they made enough noise to alert the Germans. Suddenly a shower of flares lit the sky, followed by the crack of rifles and the rattle of machine guns. Caught in the open, the Canadians were mowed down in swaths. Pvt. Gerald Hardman (16th Battalion) stated that the fire was so intense that it seemed no one could live through it unscathed. “We went down in hundreds,” he recalled.13 A soldier in the 10th Battalion, thankful to have survived the stream of lead, noted that “the rank in front of me seemed to melt away.”14 A sergeant, also in the 10th Battalion, painted a more graphic picture: “Men fell all around me. It was a ghastly sight.… Our dead and wounded were lying in heaps.”15 The Canadians reeled, but urged on by their officers rallied and, with cries characteristic of bayonet charges, surged forward. Once the survivors reached the enemy’s trench, they showed no mercy. Germans who raised their hands were not spared. “We bayoneted the Germans who remained in the trench and chased the balance who had made for the wood in the rear of the trench,” remarked Capt. H. A. Duncan (16th Battalion).16 As the Canadians entered the wood they engaged in more hand-to-hand fighting in the dark and, in the ensuing confusion, direction and cohesion was lost and the two battalions became hopelessly intermixed. A participant in the action has left a record of his experience: “Pressing on in the wood the struggle became a dreadful hand-to-hand conflict; we fought in clumps and batches, and the living struggled over the bodies of the dead and dying. At the height of the conflict, while we were steadily driving the Germans before us, the moon burst out.… The clashing bayonets flashed like quicksilver, and faces were lit up as by limelight.… This trench fighting presented a spectacle which is not pleasant to recall.”17

In the wood the Canadians were surprised to discover four guns belonging to the 2nd London Battery which had fallen to the Germans during the previous evening. The Canadians fought their way to the northern fringes of the wood, where they halted and entrenched themselves. But the position, about 1,000 yards inside enemy territory, was one which they could not hold. By now the moon had set and it was pitch dark, Germans with machine guns were holding out in a stronghold southwest of the wood, and the Canadians had been reduced to about 500 out of the original 1,500. Additionally the supposed French counterattack on the left had failed to materialize. The senior officials of the two battalions, meeting to discuss their next course of action, decided to fall back and make a stand in the trench formerly held by the Germans. Lt. Col. Edward Leckie, who commanded the 16th Battalion, may have been correct when he wrote that the counterattack had “given the Germans a holy scare and checked their advance, but it was achieved at a terrible cost in blood.”18 The survivors were left shaken and grieving for their dead comrades. Years later Sgt. Charles Stevenson (10th Battalion) of Calgary described the grizzly scene at first light: “I looked back across the field we had crossed the previous night, and I could see what havoc had been wrought on our boys, for all around were the dead bodies of men who, a few hours before, had been singing Canada’s national song. They died with it on their lips, but their memory will live for many a day and year to come. For they made a name for the Dominion that will live in history.”19

The struggle over Kitchener’s Wood was still in its early stage when the Anglo-French High Command decided to undertake a second operation later in the morning. The initiative came from Gen. Ferdinand Foch, who was in charge of the French Northern armies. Holding a mystical belief in élan or spirit, Foch’s formula for victory was to attack, regardless of conditions or odds. Putz gave in to Foch’s entreaty to regain the lost ground, although his forces were in no shape to fight. Orders were issued to Col. Jacques Mordacq, commander of the 90th Brigade (45th Division), that he was to strike in the direction of Pilckem and act in concert with the British advancing northward toward Langemarck.

The order to counterattack in conjunction with the French came from Sir John, who “concurred in the wisdom” of Foch’s aim to reestablish the old line.20 The Canadian Division was the obvious choice to carry out the task. Alderson and Plumer conferred about the proposed French operation. They were drawn to the idea, at least in part because it would buy time to bring up British reinforcements from the rear. They might have had second thoughts—not that it would have mattered—if they had known that the French had failed to support the Canadian attack on Kitchener’s Wood.

Alderson received the French plan at 3:45 a.m., whereupon he directed Brigadier General Mercer to launch a counterattack at 5 a.m. against Mauser Ridge, the southernmost point of the enemy’s advance. The ridge overlooked the ground to the south and, unless the Germans could be driven off, all the Canadian and British defensive positions down to Ypres would be in jeopardy. Mercer did not receive Alderson’s order until 4:15 a.m., which left him precious little time to organize his attacking force. He assigned the task to the 1st and 4th Battalions, which came into contact with two British companies of the 3rd Middlesex Regiment—the left of Geddes Detachment, which had been brought up to assist the Canadians21—as they rushed to take their place of assembly behind the crest of Hill Top Ridge, about 1,500 yards from Mauser Ridge. The 4th Battalion (Lt. Col. A. P. Birchall) in the lead was deployed in four lines along a 200-yard front, followed by the 1st Battalion (Lt. Col. F. W. Hill), which held back two companies as reserves. Mercer had arranged to use the two Middlesex companies to support the Canadian right flank. There had been no time for reconnaissance and the exact location of the enemy’s position was unknown. Nor were there enough guns on the scene to lay down the kind of firepower necessary to hinder the defenders to any significant extent. The intervening ground was essentially flat and open, except for piles of manure and some hedges and willow trees near the midway point between the two ridges.

At 5:25 a.m. Birchall, mistakenly assuming that the French were nearby and merely hidden by hedges on his left, ordered his officers to blow their whistles. As it happened, the French did not make a significant move to distract the enemy, leaving the Canadians to their own devices. Birchall eschewed close order formations and instead advocated short rushes, shielded by the fire of neighboring units that in turn would move forward under similar cover. The attack started out auspiciously enough but, when the men in the two battalions passed the halfway point and presented the enemy with an unobstructed view in broad daylight, they came under a tornado of fire and began dropping like bowling pins. “It did not seem possible that any human being could live in the rain of shot and shell that began to play upon us as we advanced,” Corporal Wackett (1st Battalion) wrote. “For a time every other man seemed to fall.”22 Pvt. George Bell’s (1st Battalion) account shows how quickly a soldier could become desensitized when caught in the midst of sickening carnage: “Ahead of me I see men running. Suddenly their legs double up and they sink to the ground. Here’s a body with the head shot off. I jump over it. Here’s a poor devil with both legs gone, but still alive. A body of a man means nothing except something to avoid stumbling over. It’s just another obstacle. There goes little Elliot, one of the boys from the print shop where I worked in Detroit, only ten yards from me. Poor devil. There’s nothing I can do for him. What’s one man, more or less, in this slaughter?”23
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5. The Attack on Mauser Ridge

The two battalions, now intermixed, kept going and fought their way to the edge of the gentle slope leading to the enemy’s trenches before coming to a halt. The companies of the 3rd Middlesex, living up to the regiment’s nickname of “the Diehards,” joined in the attack and lost heavily as they pushed forward to within four hundred yards of the enemy. After Birchall requested reinforcements, the two reserve companies of the 1st Battalion were thrown into the fray and, together with the remaining Middlesex, advanced another hundred yards before pulling back in bitter frustration. With the French nowhere in sight, Mercer issued instructions at 8:30 a.m. to dig in, with the 1st and 4th Battalions pinned at the bottom of the valley, unable to retreat across the long open field. As a testimony to the horrific bloodbath, hundreds of bodies, lying where they had fallen, littered the field.

Throughout the night of the 22–23 Canadian divisional headquarters made desperate efforts to move formations forward to seal the gap, the extent of which would remain unknown until the arrival of daylight. Unit commanders, leading men over unfamiliar territory in the dark and with orders that were imprecise or vague, faced vexing and anxious challenges. A case in point, the 7th Canadian Battalion, under the command of Lt. Col. William Hart-McHarg, had no clear idea of where it was supposed to go, as Major Odlum later attested:

We were told to find out where the gap was and go and fill it. And I had to find out in darkness of night with all that turmoil going, what had happened, where it had happened, where we were to go, and how we were to get in. And I remember going over and seeing Colonel Loomis of the 13th Battalion, who was just on the edge of the break.… All Loomis knew was that it happened out that way. So I went back to Colonel McHarg and told him the situation as I had found it, and then we started to move into that black darkness and be ready to block it when daylight came.24

By midday on 23 April there were gaps along the flank of the 13th Battalion, but a flimsy and a more or less continuous line had been established stretching westward from the edge of Kitchener’s Wood to a point about 1,500 yards from the canal. The plucky resistance of the inexperienced Canadians along the periphery of the gap, together with the two counterattacks during the early morning, had inhibited the Germans from pressing home their advantage. But the contest remained grossly uneven. There were ten and a half Canadian/British battalions in the line and seven in reserve, supported by the artillery of a division. These faced forty-two German battalions that enjoyed an advantage of at least five to one in guns.

The Germans were relatively quiescent on the 23rd, contenting themselves to shelling the British line and improving their position where necessary. They brought up supplies, consolidated their gains, and prepared for the next step. Albrecht remained confident of victory and at each stage moved rather deliberately, perhaps because he kept waiting for the British to evacuate the salient. Whatever the reason it was a serious error in judgment, buying time for the British High Command to establish an organized and unified defense.

Given that the improvised British flank was fragile, with only a handful of reserves available, Sir John French was fearful lest it give way under the weight of vastly superior enemy forces. As he saw it, the only way to preclude a possible catastrophe was to fall back to a shorter line. During the morning on the 23rd he drove to Cassel to discuss his plan with Foch. The little Frenchman had no respect for Sir John but recognized his weakness and through flattery and firm conviction could play him like a fiddle.25

The details of what occurred behind closed doors have not been preserved, but we know for sure that when Sir John left Foch’s headquarters he had agreed to a course of action contrary to what he had proposed. An hour earlier he did not feel that he had sufficient manpower in the area to hold his own sector, and yet he committed his forces to making a hasty counterattack to assist the French, not to close the gap, but to recover the lost ground. Irrespective of what Foch claimed, any proper scrutiny of the area would have shown that there were inadequate Anglo-French resources on hand to accomplish that end. Always exuding optimism, the strong-willed and persuasive Foch never had much difficulty in bending the insecure and spineless Sir John to his will.

Shortly after the meeting broke up, Foch visited Putz to urge him to make greater efforts and, as an inducement, gave assurances that reinforcements would be forthcoming. A hard-nosed veteran of four colonial wars, the fifty-six-year-old Putz was responsible only to the Belgian King and thus less susceptible to outside pressure. He knew that two of his divisions were shattered and, as he was not as easily intimidated as Sir John, was unwilling to use his remaining reserves in any major action until after the arrival of reinforcements. Foch received nothing more than a vague commitment from Putz that he would attack.26 When the time came there were no new troops in the field, only Mordacq’s 90th Brigade, which guaranteed that the French contribution would again be inconsequential.

By contrast the British were living up to their end of the agreement. Smith-Dorrien released the 13th Infantry Brigade from 2nd Army Reserve and placed it at the disposal of Alderson. He then instructed Alderson to use the 13th Brigade and any other available troops in the area to advance toward Pilckem Ridge. Once the ridge was captured, Alderson’s men were to push on and recover the ground forfeited on the previous day. The objective was overly ambitious, not least because its realization depended on the cooperation of the unreliable French.

The attack, originally timed to begin at 3 p.m., was postponed until 4:15 to permit the 13th Brigade, delayed by traffic on the way up, to get into position. The brigade had been reduced to 3,000 men for in recent action it had lost 62 officers and 1,300 other ranks. The men were in good spirits but they had been on the march since 9 a.m. and were physically exhausted. Just before the start of the assault, Captain Fleming, 9th London Regiment (Queen Victoria’s Rifles), addressed his company: “We are tired and weary men and would like to rest. However, there are men more weary than we who need our help. We may not have to do much; we may have to do a great deal. Whatever happens, fight like hell. I shall at any rate.”27

The 13th Brigade was expected to drive between the canal and the Ypres-Pilckem road with the 1st Royal West Kent and 2nd King’s Own Scottish Borders in the lead and the 2nd King’s Yorkshire Light Infantry and 9th London in close support. The attacking force also included Geddes Detachment, on the right of the 13th Brigade, its four battalions directed to advance to the east of the Ypres-Pilckem road. They were arrayed as follows: the 2nd Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry was to be supported on the right by two companies of the 9th Royal Scots while the 2nd East Yorkshire and the 1st York and Lancaster Regiments on the left were required to pass through the line occupied by the Canadian 1st and 4th Battalions and the 3rd Middlesex Companies. A fifth battalion, the 5th King’s Own, was held in reserve.28

The chances that the attackers would be able to gain any significant ground, slim in the best of circumstances, were eliminated by the lack of artillery support. The gunners, which were scattered under different commands and connected by different telephone lines, had not been informed of the change in the time of the attack and opened fire at 2:45 p.m. When the assault got under way at 4:25 p.m., a shortage of ammunition prevented another preliminary bombardment.

Alerted by the earlier bombardment that an attack was forthcoming, the Germans were ready and opened up with artillery fire the moment the British lines came into view. As the 13th Brigade came into the range of German machine guns and Mauser rifles, it encountered hellish fire and wave after wave was cut down. But steady advance was maintained. The dark smoke and dust covering the field made it impossible to see anything and the absence of information filtering back owing to the high casualty rate among officers made it increasingly difficult to understand and direct the battle. To add to the confusion a battalion of Zouaves (Mordacq’s 90th Brigade) joined the action but for some inexplicable reason veered too far to the east with the result that it crowded the West Kent Regiment to the right and stopped its progress and that of its neighbor, the King’s Own Scottish Borders. A brief taste of the enemy’s firepower was enough to convince the Zouaves that retreat was the better part of valor. This lame effort was the only part played by Mordacq’s brigade during the afternoon attack. After the British advance resumed it no longer consisted of waves but of small groups and individuals working their way forward in the face of terrible fire, until brought to a halt at the foot of the ridge.

Geddes Detachment on the right suffered a fate similar to that of the 13thBrigade. The moment the leading lines rose from the ground the Germans opened with a fierce artillery barrage, followed shortly with machine-gun and rifle fire. The British pressed forward regardless of losses and eventually reached the line of willows, the farthest advance by the 1st and 4th Canadian Battalions and the Middlesex Companies after their assault in the early morning. Once Geddes’s men passed through their positions, the weary survivors of the two Canadian battalions and Middlesex Companies, undeterred by previous losses, jumped to their feet to lend weight to the assault. It served no purpose except to add to their already staggering casualty list.29 The Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry pressed home their attack with incredible resolve and managed to reach Turco Farm, a German advance post some two hundred yards from the main line. A German observer made an attempt to notify his headquarters of what was happening when he was shot and killed with the receiver still in his hand. Close-range fighting raged in and around the farm buildings and most of the Germans were killed and the few survivors were shot after they surrendered. The Dukes had lost so heavily that they could not retain control of the farm and were ordered to withdraw.30 Pressing beyond the Dukes, the 2nd East Yorks came within a hundred yards of the enemy’s main position, but their ranks had been so thinned that they were unable to advance farther and fell back to find cover. A small party of East Yorks for some undetermined reason did not receive the order to withdraw. The men thus continued to inch their way forward, eventually entrenching themselves about thirty yards from the enemy where they remained undisturbed for forty-eight hours without food or water.

The attack had been carried out with exceptional gallantry and determination but there was little to show for it and much loss of life when the fighting was called off around 7 p.m. At nightfall soldiers, pinned down by rifle and machine-gun fire and unable to retreat in broad daylight, were pulled back in small groups to a new line established about six hundred yards from the enemy. The spot selected was far from ideal. It was partially overlooked by the Germans and the high water table made it impossible to dig trenches more than two feet deep. Undisturbed by the Germans, however, it became possible to disentangle units and bring up some food and ammunition, though these failed to reach many of the men.

All in all it had been a horrible day. The assaulting British battalions each lost about half its officers and between 200 and over 400 other ranks. During the morning and afternoon attacks the casualties of the 1st Canadian Battalion amounted to 11 officers and 393 men; the 4th, 18 officers and 436 other ranks, including Lieutenant Colonel Birchall, who was killed leading the advance. Of the two Middlesex Companies, the commanding officer, Lt. Col. E. W. R. Stephenson, was killed and only 20 men remained.

There are opposing views as to whether the attack on Mauser Ridge was justified. In carrying out orders, Alderson had to see that attacking an entrenched enemy in broad daylight over mostly open ground and without proper reconnaissance was doomed to fail. But he and his staff were nevertheless convinced that a show of force was necessary to prevent the Germans from capturing Ypres and advancing beyond the canal. As far as they were concerned, the strategic objective had been reached even if the cost had been terrible. That is the explanation Col. Cecil Romer, GSO1 of the 1st Canadian Division, gave a decade later: “From General Alderson’s point of view, it was vital to stopping further German advance on the left and to gain time until further reinforcements had come up and the French were able to resume the offensive.” Romer went on to say, “Experience of former fighting in 1914 had convinced me that the Germans when counterattacked, and even when the counterattack was unsuccessful, always paused and waited to see what was going to happen.”31 J. Sutherland-Brown, another officer on Alderson’s staff, expressed himself in similar terms.32 The Canadian Official Historian, Col. A. Fortescue Duguid, took no position formally but in private statements maintained that the assault on Mauser Ridge had deterred the Germans from advancing on Ypres and likened its importance to the night charge by the 10th and 16th Battalions against Kitchener’s Wood.33
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6. Closing the Gap: 23 April 1915, 4:00 p.m.

The other side was led by Sir J. E. Edmonds, the British Official Historian, who remarked that “no ground was gained that could not have been secured, probably without casualties, by a simple advance to which the openness of the country lent itself.”34 His observation was undoubtedly accurate but it should be remembered that he had the advantage of hindsight. When Edmonds wrote his account of the battle nearly a decade after the end of the war, he knew that the German objectives on the 23rd were limited and did not include a descent on Ypres. Then, too, he failed to factor in decisions made in the heat of battle, the effect of the counterattacks on the Germans, and the virtual abandonment by the French.35

At the close of the fighting on the 23rd the British had blunted the German advance, but it had been achieved at the expenditure of thousands of lives. Overall their position remained precarious. The southern flank was slightly stronger than on the previous day because more reserves had moved into the line and the 13th Brigade had filled the gap between the Canadians and the French east of the canal. The soldiers were weary, suffering under the strain of constant shelling, and many had fought all day and gone without sleep, food, and water. But with much to be done even a brief respite was out of the question. Throughout the night the men labored hard, improving trenches, filling sandbags, building traverses, and repairing telephone lines. Everyone from private to general was convinced that another massive enemy assault was imminent but there was no sure way of knowing where it would fall. They would not have to wait long to find out.

Albrecht had planned to stage a converging attack on the Canadian-held apex on the 24th to be carried out by XXVI Reserve Corps and supported by the XXVII Reserve Corps. The object was to crush the stubborn Canadians, capture St. Julien, and penetrate deep into the salient, which, as he expected, would force the Allies to abandon Ypres. The wind on that day would be blowing from east to west, allowing Albrecht to use gas prior to the infantry attack.

At 4 a.m. on the 24th, just as dawn broke on what promised to be a lovely day, Canadian sentries at the apex of the salient observed three German flares floating down from a German balloon. A few minutes later, a line of ghostly figures, wearing helmets that resembled a diver’s headgear, could be seen in the dim light holding hoses from which emitted a yellowish-green vapor. The Canadians witnessing the unusual scene were amazed. “I saw the Germans hop over their trenches and put these cans over their trenches,” Maj. Lester Stevens (8th Battalion) recalled. “I wondered what they were doing, see, just one here and one a little further along.”36 Driven by a gentle breeze, the gas cloud rose to a height of between 10 and 15 feet and covered a front of 1,200 yards, less widespread than the first chlorine attack but considerably denser. As it rolled across no-man’s-land it headed toward the 15th and 8th Battalions, located at the apex of the Canadian line. The two battalions had not been involved in earlier action and, except for a few high-ranking officers, had only heard about the gas and were not sure about its effects or what it looked like. Stevens thought that what he saw blowing toward him was “smoke” and that the Germans “were going to come up behind it.”37

Although the men in the two Canadian battalions had no experience with gas, they had been instructed on the steps to take to reduce its effects. Since the first gas attack, Canadian leaders learned that a rag dampened with water or urine and held over the mouth and nose offered some protection, but it was useless if the chlorine cloud was dense. A better solution was to stand on the parapet, above the heaviest concentration of the gas, but such a response posed a different kind of danger. As Lt. Col. George Tuxford, who commanded the 5th Battalion, pointed out, “this gas was a solid wall, and to step on the parapet for air was to step into a solid sheet [of] rifle and machine-gun bullets.”38 But even light exposure to gas caused tears to stream from the eyes, sometimes to such an extent as to cause temporary or partial blindness.

There was no panic among the Canadians, partly because the gas did not come as a surprise and partly because they had been told about the elementary form of protection. They waited in silence but were gripped with apprehension, realizing that if the gas did not kill or disable them, the next test would be to confront the enemy’s frontal attack, which was certain to follow. As the toxic fumes enveloped the 15th and 8th Battalions, the wounded men, lying at the bottom of the trench where the gas concentration was thickest, suffocated in frightful torment. The men in the firing line found out quickly that a piece of cloth wetted with water or urine offered only limited protection against the lung-searing gas. Speaking from experience, Lt. Herbert Maxwell-Scott (15th Battalion) noted, “Captain McLaren gave an order to get handkerchiefs, soak them, and tie around our mouths and noses.… Even with these precautions it was hopeless to try to stand up against the stuff.”39 Men coughed and vomited, some were blinded or rendered unconscious, but most survived with their ad hoc respirator. The chances were nonexistent for those who did not have time to put on their imperfect shield, or threw it away as they began to choke, or could not bring themselves to commit an unsanitary act even for the sake of self-preservation.

The men did not wish to let their friends, or their regiment, down and at least hoped to avoid collapsing before they had an opportunity to take as many of the enemy with them as possible. Maj. Harold Mathews (8th Battalion) described the effect the gas had on his men: “It is impossible for me to give a real idea of the terror and horror spread among us all by this filthy loathsome pestilence. It was not, I think, the fear of death or anything supernatural but the great dread that we could not stand the fearful suffocating sensation sufficiently to be each in our proper places and able to resist to the utmost the attack which we felt must surely follow, and so hang on at all costs to the trench that we had been ordered to hold.”40

Moving cautiously in the open behind the gas came tightly packed columns of gray-clad infantrymen, expecting to encounter little or no opposition. Instead they ran into volley after volley of rifle and machine-gun fire and before long the bodies of their dead and wounded writhing in agony dotted the field in front of the Canadian trenches. As the Ross rifle overheated it malfunctioned or jammed, thus reducing the level of Canadian firepower. Not all the rifles jammed but it is estimated that more than half did. With the enemy advancing in full sight, men holding a flawed rifle, their hands sweaty and cut from vainly trying to loosen the bolt, were besides themselves with rage. Tuxford shared their anger: “We had spent many months of training to attain proficiency in rapid fire, even telling the men that their safety depended on that efficiency, and now that that efficiency was demanded, the rifle failed.… [M]en cursed the rifle and threw it away. I have seen strong men weep in anguish at the failure.”41 The men were told that in order to release the bolt, they were to use their boot heel or the handle of their entrenching tool. That recommended solution did not always work, and the soldier’s only other option was to pick up another rifle from the dead and try again.
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7. The Apex Lost: 24 April 1915, 4:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m.

The 5th Battalion on the right of the 15th and 8th escaped the worst of the gas and was never in peril, despite the unreliability of the Ross rifle. In the center, the fortunes of the 8th Battalion varied. The two companies next to the 5th did not suffer as much from the gas as the other two and kept the Germans at bay with accurate rifle and machine-gun fire. It was a more serious matter for the remaining two companies. Some of the men were overcome by the gas but most, coughing and gasping for breath through their makeshift masks, with tears running down their faces and lungs aching, somehow managed to drag themselves up onto the parapet and pour a deadly fire into the approaching enemy hordes. Those wounded or dying and sitting at the bottom of the trench kept loading rifles and passing them above to their comrades on the firing line. An accurate shrapnel barrage that landed at the rate of a ton every two minutes was a key factor in braking up the German mass attack.

By contrast the 15th Battalion, on the left of the 8th, quickly found itself in dire trouble. The center and right companies faced a thicker dose of gas than the 8th, at least partially because they were about a hundred yards closer to the enemy’s toxic cylinders. The left company (D) was outside the gassed area but could not see the front of the attack and so was helpless to provide aid. To make matters worse, artillery support was unavailable. The batteries of the 3rd Brigade had been pulled back to help the French on the western side of the canal. Thus deprived of artillery support and enfilading fire, the two companies in the center and right (C and A, respectively) were left to their own devices. The wetted rags were of no use and scores of men succumbed painfully from the deadly effects of the gas. No one can tell for sure what exactly happened to A Company, on the right. After enduring its share of hell from the gas and an overpowering infantry attack, all of its officers were killed and its other ranks were wiped out almost to a man. A few of the survivors managed to stumble out of their trenches and were joined by stragglers from the neighboring company as they fell back toward the Stroombeek River. Here the little band was overrun by the advancing Germans.

The breakthrough in the 15th Battalion’s position placed the entire Canadian front in jeopardy. Instead of striking in the rear of Canadian units on either side, the Germans chose for the time being to press their attack southward in the direction of Locality “C,” in the middle of the gap on the crest of Gravenstafel Ridge, and St. Julien a little farther to the west. Nearby Canadian units were shifted to hold back the tide of German hordes. Turner, under the erroneous impression that his left had been driven in, ordered the 10th and 16th Battalions to withdraw from Kitchener’s Wood, with the former to head to the GHQ Line and the latter to report to Currie at his advance headquarters at Pond Farm.

On reaching Currie’s headquarters, the exhausted and depleted 10th Battalion was reassigned to the threatened area, specifically to reinforce a company of the 7th Battalion under Capt. Jack Warden, stationed at Locality “C.” Led by Maj. Dan Ormond, it made its way up to Locality “C” and extended Warden’s line to the left, although the trenches did not link up and, in fact, were some distance from each other. Ormond arrived in time to meet swarms of approaching Germans. “We looked over there and all we could see was masses of the Germans coming up in mass formation,” Lt. Walter Critchley later explained. “Their officers were still on horseback then.” The Canadians beat back three successive German attacks and after the fighting died down took great delight in gloating over their triumph. Ormond, in a later interview, remarked: “We stood up on our parapet and gave them three ruddy cheers and shook our fist at them. We gave them everything we had and they figured it wasn’t worthwhile, and they just turned around and went back. They did that again and we did it again. So they did it a third time. When they went back the third time we thought we’d won the war.”42

The scene was not much different in Warden’s section, except on one occasion when the Germans tried a ruse that came close to succeeding. In front of the main body of German attackers were men dressed in British uniforms pretending to be driven along by bayonets. The Germans calculated that the defenders would not shoot on men they believed to be their own. They miscalculated, for Warden saw through their deception, shouting, “They are not British Soldiers—they are Germans dressed in British uniforms.” What happened next is contained in his report to 7th Battalion headquarters: “I ordered … my men to open rapid fire, which they did and succeeded in driving back the enemy. Those in ‘British uniforms’ who were right up to our entanglement and could have come into our trench had they wished, turned and ran back even faster than the rest, which was sufficient proof that they were not British soldiers.”43

Warden estimated that his men were outnumbered ten to one and from Ormond’s report his little band appears to have faced similar odds. All in all it was a remarkable achievement, not only because they stood up to a German force many times their size, but because they did so in spite of their notoriously unreliable rifles. Trained to fire twelve to fifteen aimed shots a minute under rapid fire, they could only get off a few rounds before their rifles jammed. For Sgt. Chris Scriven, a seasoned militiaman under Ormond, the passage of half a century had not diminished his bitter feelings about the Ross rifle: “It wasn’t even safe to send a fourteen-year-old kid out rabbit-hunting in the fields with, never mind going into battle with. I laid in a shell hole with four other men for a day and a half, and out of five Ross rifles in that hole, it took four of us to keep one of them working, banging the bolts out. As soon as you fired a round, you had to sit down and take the entrenching-tool handle to bash the bolt out, to get the [empty cartridge] out, before you could load it again.”44

Stymied at Locality “C,” the Germans concentrated on trying to break though the western face of the salient. Here the Canadian line running from the tip of the apex down to St. Julien and twisting westward around Kitchener’s Wood, was held by a British company of 2nd East Kents (Buffs), along with Canadian units belonging to the 13th, 14th, 7th, 3rd, and 2nd Battalions. The direction of the wind had caused the gas released against the 15th and 8th Battalions to drift parallel to their trenches and, for the most part, proved ineffective. Major Odlum observed that “owing to the direction of the prevailing wind we escaped the full effects of them.”45 In places where the gas drifted over the trenches, its density had thinned and the defenders’ improvised breathing device proved adequate. Typical was the experience of the 3rd Battalion, dug in near St. Julien on the western side, as recalled by Pvt. Frank Ashbourne: “We lay down flat and covered our mouths with wet cloth, waiting for the Germans to come up. They came slowly, thinking we were all dead from the gas, but not so. It drifted slowly over us and showed the Germans about seventy-five yards away. We were suddenly ordered to rapid fire, and I don’t think more than a dozen Germans got away alive.”46
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8. The Battle of St. Julien: 24 April 1915, 10:00 a.m. to Midnight

The initial German attacks were beaten back all along the line by determined rifle and machine-gun fire. Consequently the Germans ceased their attempts to overrun the Canadian line and turned to their artillery to inflict the damage. The shelling grew in ferocity and volume and, aided by airplanes soaring overhead, was uncannily accurate. Each shell seemed to score a hit and, with men repeatedly blown out of their shallow trenches, casualties mounted rapidly. No place was shelled more severely than the section occupied by the 13th Battalion and two companies of the 14th sent up as reinforcements. By 8:30 a.m. their front had been reduced to an unrecognizable landscape filled with craters, rubble from destroyed trench works, and bodies torn apart by the shelling. The torrential bombardment was followed by a massive German advance, targeting the now vulnerable and weakly defended line held by the 13th Battalion and half of the 14th. With the Germans pressing on three sides, Maj. Victor Buchanan, commanding the 13th Battalion, judged that he must withdraw or else he would soon be encircled. At 8:30 he passed the order to pull back to a more secure position west of Locality “C.” Buchanan led three of the four companies belonging to the 13th as well as the units of the 14th Battalion to their assigned place several hundred yards away without serious mishap. It was a different matter for the right company under McCuaig, now reduced to two officers and forty other ranks, and an adjoining company of Buffs in the apex. By the time McCuaig’s men received notice of the withdrawal, they were practically surrounded by the advancing Germans. Scrambling across open ground covered by enemy artillery and machine-gun fire, most were cut down before they were able to reach cover. McCuaig, rendered helpless by numerous wounds, including to both knees, was captured and spent the rest of the war in enemy prison camps.

The Buffs remained in place, for the order to retire did not reach them or the remaining company of the 15th (D) on their immediate right. Although isolated and with no hope of reinforcements reaching them, the two units continued to stand their ground until after 9 a.m. But attacked from all sides, exhausted, short of ammunition, and with most of their officers killed or wounded, they hoisted the white flag.

Far to the rear at the Château des Trois Tours, Alderson, without adequate communications, was unable to maintain control over the raging battle. The information brought by runners, if able to get through the hail of shrapnel and sniper fire, was frequently inaccurate or contradicted by ever-changing events. In fact even contact between brigade and battalion headquarters was uncertain at best. Too often the responsibility fell to battalion or company commanders to issue orders and react to constantly shifting conditions. The retirement or annihilation of frontline units had left the 7th Battalion, transferred earlier to the 3rd Brigade, facing the prospect of being overwhelmed. Major Odlum, who had taken over command of the battalion upon the death of Lieutenant Colonel Hart-McHarg, suspected a break-in when he saw elements of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Battalions streaming past his rear in disorder. As all telephonic communication with 3rd Brigade headquarters had been severed, Odlum sent out patrols to investigate what was happening to the north. His worst fears confirmed, he sent a runner to Turner’s headquarters, asking for reinforcements and instructions. For unknown reasons, his appeal went unanswered. In the meantime waves of German soldiers swarming across open terrain against the front of the 7th Battalion were mowed down in huge numbers by rifle and machine-gun fire. Pvt. A. D. Corker described the scene: “They came over in masses. You couldn’t miss if you could fire a gun. That’s what made me so sore. If our guns had been working, or just if we had good rifles—some fellows picked up Lee-Enfields and threw the Ross away. There were some fellows crying in the trenches because they couldn’t fire their damned rifles.”47

Despite taking heavy losses, the Germans persisted and eventually exploited a gap in the far right company’s trench, closed in on the survivors from the rear, and completely wiped them out. Facing extinction, Odlum choose to retire, but it was no easy matter to carry it out. As it was, the 7th was nearly overtaken by forward elements of the trailing Germans and only a handful of men made good their escape. That a greater disaster did not occur was due to the covering fire provided by Lt. Edward Bellew and Sgt. Hugh Peerless, who, working in tandem, manned their machine guns from elevated positions and decimated scores of Germans as they attempted to close the distance with the retreating Canadians. Peerless was eventually killed but Bellew, although wounded, kept firing until he ran out of ammunition. After disabling his gun, he met the oncoming Germans with rifle and bayonet until overpowered and captured. On his release after the war, he learned that he had been awarded the Victoria Cross for exceptional valor.

The steady Canadian retreat had exposed particularly the front and right of the St. Julien garrison, which became the focus of the enemy shortly before midday. Thwarted earlier in the morning, the Germans pulled back and, while waiting for reinforcements to arrive, continued to lay down a concentrated and deadly barrage to further soften the defenders’ position. The final assault came around noon when twelve battalions of Germans swarmed into the village from three sides. Confronted by hopeless odds, it was only a matter of time before the defenders were overwhelmed, but many chose to fight—street to street, house to house, door to door—to the bitter end rather than be taken prisoners. By 12:45 p.m., the few remaining Canadians who had not been killed or wounded were ordered to lay down their arms and surrender.

Just to the west, the 2nd and 3rd Battalions, placed under the jurisdiction of Turner on the evening of the 22nd, were locked in a life-and-death struggle. German units, on their way to join the massive force detailed to attack St. Julien, unknowingly passed in front of the trenches held by the 2nd Battalion and, on their right, two companies of the 3rd. The 2nd had replaced the 10th and 16th Battalions south of Kitchener’s Wood, while the 3rd Battalion companies were established on the left of St. Julien. The sight of lines of German infantrymen marching in densely packed formation delighted the Canadians, who could not have asked for more inviting targets. The 2nd Battalion opened up with rifles and machine guns and the 3rd Battalion companies soon joined the action, creating a torrent of fire that cut deeply into the ranks of the vulnerable Germans, with vast numbers lying where they had fallen. Recoiling from the unexpected broadside, the Germans recovered quickly and the entire sector became the scene of furious fighting. The Canadians effectively repelled the German assaults but the fall of St. Julien shortly after noon greatly endangered the 3rd Battalion companies, particularly the one on the right.

During the late morning Turner contacted Canadian divisional headquarters, requesting help for his beleaguered formations. Alderson replied at 11:35 a.m., placing two British battalions (York and Durham Brigade) at the disposal of Turner and instructing him to counterattack with energy above St. Julien to stop the enemy. But after learning of the impending German assault on St. Julien, Alderson changed his mind and issued new orders before the operation could get under way. At 1 p.m. his chief staff officer, Colonel Romer, contacted Turner by telephone and subsequently confirmed the changed orders by sending a written note: “As Germans seen massing near C.6 [Keerselaere] you must not counterattack but utilize Bns. of York and Durham Bde. to strengthen your line and hold on.”48

There are times during a battle in which broken communications and faulty reports lead to confusion and misunderstanding, but in this case Alderson’s instruction was clear: Turner was to hold on to his current position. Duguid tells us, however, that Turner misinterpreted the message to mean the GHQ Line, half a mile to the rear. Turner may have been out of his element as a brigade leader, but he was not stupid. The excuse given by Duguid defies credulity in view of a second phone conversation Turner had with Romer at 1:35 p.m.49 It is obvious that Duguid’s purpose was to shield Turner, who was still alive when the Canadian Official History was published. The most likely explanation was that Turner deliberately disobeyed orders, convinced that his battered forces were about to be annihilated.

Turner should have known that it was impossible to execute a well-coordinated withdrawal in broad daylight and under the prevailing conditions. In some parts of the Canadian front the fighting was practically hand-to-hand and the ground behind was open and vulnerable to rifle and machine-gun fire. There also was a breakdown in communications between brigade headquarters and the units in the field, which meant that the retirement order, carried by runners, would not reach all units, especially those that were secluded. Some of the battalion commanders shook their heads in disbelief on receiving Turner’s order and at least one (Lt. Col. David Watson, as will be seen shortly) urged in vain to be allowed to remain in place. As the various formations under Turner’s command began to disengage under fire, usually without reference to one another, all cohesion was lost and the resulting gaps led to units being cut off or unable to extricate themselves from the swarming enemy. Such was the case with the two companies (under Major Kirkpatrick) of the 3rd Battalion, which found themselves in desperate straits after the fall of St. Julien. Unable to comply with the order to withdraw, they faced masses of Germans many times their numbers. Eric Seaman, a member of the machine-gun crew, later remarked: “All you could see in the woods was a succession of spiked helmets. And there were hordes of them came at us there.”50 The Germans were able to move around the flanks of the two companies previously covered by surrounding Canadian positions but now completely exposed as a consequence of the retreat. For the Canadians fighting practically hand-to-hand and with the ground behind open and swept by rifle and machine-gun fire, it seemed to them better to stand fast and kill Germans rather than be shot in the back running away. But it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed. The end came around 3:30 p.m. just as the Germans sprang out of their trenches for one final rush. By then the Germans were closing from both sides of the isolated trench, only one machine gun was in operation, most of the ammunition was exhausted, and of the 425 men who had moved into the line, only 100 could stand. Major Kirkpatrick has the following entry in his diary: “For one moment, like gladiators we stood at gaze, then surrounded and outnumbered, our ammunition all but gone, we bowed to the inevitable and to save useless waste of life, gave in.”51

By early evening a medley of ragtag and weary troops belonging to no fewer than half a dozen battalions, some 3,500 in all, had crowded into the GHQ Line. The retirement had been chaotic and costly, not to mention that it had compromised the security of the 2nd Brigade and jeopardized the defense of the salient. Incredibly Currie was not notified of Turner’s move, which uncovered his left flank. Between the GHQ Line and the 2nd Brigade there existed a 2.5-mile gap with only the defenders of Locality “C” and a place known as Boetleer Farm in this space. With a few hours of daylight still left, it was extremely fortunate that the enemy did not detect the gap. Presumably the Germans here were in no mood to probe for weak spots in the Canadian line after encountering tenacious resistance and sustaining immense casualties in the course of the day.

What made Turner’s decision to pull back inexcusable was that it was unnecessary. There were several British battalions in the vicinity, with others on the way. At 1 p.m. Alderson, as we have seen, gave Turner permission to use the Battalions of the York and Durham if necessary and at 2:15 p.m., unaware that the 3rd Brigade was falling back, advised him that another two battalions (Suffolks and Royal Irish) had been sent to reinforce his line.52 While Turner would not have been able to save St. Julien, he could have strengthened the hard-pressed sections of his front and averted the slaughter of the two companies of the 3rd Battalion and the heavy losses suffered by the other units, as well as maintained contact with the left of Currie’s 2nd Brigade. To Lieutenant Colonel Watson, the Quebec City publisher commanding the 2nd Battalion, Turner’s order to quit the line was inexplicable: “It was during this retirement that we sustained our heaviest casualties,” he wrote with bitterness. He insisted that the withdrawal “was not compulsory, the enemy having been repulsed with heavy losses on their repeated attempts to advance.”53

Turner intended to make his stand in the GHQ Line. As the late journalist/historian Daniel Dancocks observed, Turner “was obsessed with defending the GHQ Line, apparently convinced that it was the salvation, not only of his brigade but of the entire Canadian Division.”54 Turner did not take into account that cramming troops in a weakly fortified trench was to invite higher casualties from artillery fire. But his most glaring oversight was that the GHQ Line faced east, the wrong direction to defend against an enemy attack coming from the north.

Some of the correspondence exchanged between Turner and divisional headquarters during this period was lost or destroyed and we must rely on the later testimony of Alderson’s staff officers.55 It was not until after 4 p.m. that Alderson learned that Turner had fallen back to the GHQ Line.56 Alderson sent Turner a message at 4:30 p.m., identifying the troops at his disposal in and around Wieltje—four battalions of York and Durhams, plus two more, Queen Victoria Rifles and Yorkshire Light Infantry of the 13th Brigade, and part of the 4th Canadian—and urging him to adopt a bolder strategy: “With these troops you must push … up into your front line and prevent at all costs the Germans breaking through between you and Canadian 2nd Bde.” He went on to say, “I have no exact knowledge of your situation at the present moment but hope that you are still blocking St. Julien and in close touch with the 2nd Canadian Bde.”57 By then neither was true.
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9. The British Advance into the Gap

Back at the palatial Château des Trois Tours, Alderson was unable to exercise his jurisdiction over the battle because his communications were repeatedly cut and he had to rely on aides or runners for information that was frequently outdated or incomplete. He would have been better served if he had moved his headquarters to lessen the distance between front and rear.

By mandating that Turner keep in contact with the 2nd Brigade, Alderson was in accordance with the British scheme of defense. Any fallback position because of enemy pressure was intended to be temporary. In such circumstances the commanding officer was expected to make every effort to regain the lost terrain. Alderson never for a moment thought that the GHQ Line should be converted into Turner’s new defensive position. It remained to be seen how Alderson’s differences with Turner would play out.

While the units of the 3rd Brigade were scurrying back to the GHQ Line, the timely and crucial arrival of five British battalions in the vicinity of Fortuin closed the gap “through which a resolute German advance would have cut off the 2nd Canadian Brigade and the neighboring 28th Division.”58 Early in the morning Plumer, realizing that the fighting in the left of the salient had reached a dangerous stage, thought it advisable to place someone in the forward area in control of the reserves, in case of a breakdown in communications. With that in mind, he appointed Maj. Gen. Thomas D’O. Snow, CO of the 27th British Division, to take charge of the corps reserves in the area with instructions to use them at his discretion.59 Snow, whose command post near Potijze was three miles away from the endangered area, had intended to employ the reserve troops to recapture Fortuin. Snow’s intelligence had been faulty for Fortuin was still in Canadian hands. At 2:15 p.m. he notified Turner that he was to contact and take control of five British battalions concentrating nearby to halt the Germans advancing from Fortuin. Turner had never met Snow, was unaware that his command had been extended, and the instructions to launch an attack in an area under the control of Currie made no sense. Besides, he was organizing his retreat to the GHQ Line. Turner ignored Snow’s order but did seek out the British battalions placed under his control. Turner was personally fearless but he doubtlessly did not sufficiently weigh the possible consequences of crossing over open ground crawling with Germans. Happily he arrived unscathed in the designated area and, having given orders for the British battalions to withdraw to the GHQ Line, returned to his headquarters at Shell Trap Farm (name later changed to Mouse Trap Farm, for obvious reason). The gap was reopened, again imperiling Currie’s 2nd Brigade, which was fighting tooth and nail to defend its line.

The breach in the 15th Battalion’s front in the early morning had left the 8th and 5th Battalions in constant danger of being outflanked. As Currie had already used all of his reserves, he borrowed two companies from his remaining frontline battalions, sending one to occupy trenches in front of Boetleer Farm and the other (under Capt. Jack Warden), as already noted, to hold Locality “C” some 800 yards farther west. There was also a gap of some 1,300 yards between the left of the 8th Battalion and Locality “C,” with only the artillery to defend the intervening spaces. Currie’s makeshift measures were temporary and he knew that once the Germans resumed their advance his line would give way. His only hope rested on obtaining reinforcements at once, but calls for help from British units behind his front were turned down for various reasons. Frustrated by what seemed to be a lack of urgency on the part of the British, Currie decided to go back and make a personal appeal, reasoning that “they might move for me when unlikely to move for officers of lesser rank.”60 As a rule, a general was not supposed to leave his command post in the heat of battle. Currie was fortunate that his conduct, however well intentioned, did not result in his dismissal. Currie appointed Lt. Col. Louis Lipsett, the brilliant commander of the 8th Battalion, to take charge of the battle zone in his absence.61 Judging that it was only a matter of time before his two frontline battalions were overwhelmed, Currie instructed Lipsett to carry out a retirement to Gravenstafel Ridge. As it happened, Lipsett did not execute the order, convinced that he could hold his position.
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10. 2nd Brigade Line: 25 April 1915, 2:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.

Currie passed over dangerous ground targeted by enemy artillery on his way to the rear where, to his dismay, he discovered that the 3rd Brigade had been ordered to fall back to the GHQ Line. Currie’s desperation was now pushed to the limit. Shoring up his line became less immediate than filling the gap of nearly three miles that would be opened behind his Brigade. He sought reinforcements from British contingents in the area, only to be told that they could not move without instructions from their commanding officers. While pondering his next move, he learned that there was a British divisional commander nearby at Potijze. He hurried over to a hastily constructed dugout, where he approached Major General Snow. Currie had barely slept in three days. He was bone-tired, haggard-looking, unshaven, perspiring heavily, and his uniform was smudged with mud. Snow had the reputation of being rude and difficult and Currie’s slovenly appearance did nothing to improve either his disposition or his low regard for imperial troops. After identifying himself, Currie explained his plight and requested reserve units from the 27th Division, which at the time was not heavily involved in the fighting—Currie was not aware that Snow had been placed in charge of the corps reserves in the region. Snow flew into a rage on learning that Currie had ordered his brigade to fall back and taken the unusual step of coming to the rear in person to request help. He belittled Currie for allowing a gap to open on his left flank, as though it was his fault, and accused him of losing his nerve and abandoning his troops. Snow cut short the interview by telling Currie: “Get out of here! Take care of your own line, you will get no help from me.”62 Snow would later tell Sir James Edmonds that if “Currie was an English officer I would have had him put under arrest and he probably would have been shot.”63 Currie had held his tongue throughout Snow’s verbal outburst and left discouraged, realizing that he was on his own. As already noted, Snow had released five British battalions supposedly to recapture Fortuin (but eventually stumbled into the gap between the 2nd and 3rd Brigades), although he did not bother to tell this to Currie.

On the way back Currie collected a hundred or so stragglers, who had drifted to the rear after losing contact with their units, and directed them to the front lines. He returned to his command post at Fortuin, only to be told it had moved near Wieltje, where he finally joined his staff. Brought up to date on what had happened in his absence, he was relieved that the situation was not as bad as he had feared. Although heavily outnumbered, battered by repeated enemy assaults and shelling for hours on end, and drugged with fatigue, the men of the 2nd Brigade had refused to break and continued to hold their seemingly hopeless position. Currie resumed control over his men and gradually gained a relatively clear picture of the location of his forward units and the dangers to which they were exposed. For the rest of the day his personal courage, leadership skills, and calming influence were evident in the face of indescribably desperate fighting. He was then assisted by the fortuitous arrival of the British battalions, which filled the deadly gap on his left flank caused by the withdrawal of the 3rd Brigade. Alas, the gap was reopened when Turner, who was confused by what was happening, ordered the British troops to retire to the GHQ Line. The fog of war happily cut both ways and, in this instance, it had prevented German leaders from exploiting a golden opportunity. The arrival of nightfall came as a relief to the frazzled Currie and permitted him to get a few hours’ sleep.

In contrast to Currie’s sound generalship, Turner had shown a shocking lapse of judgment during the day’s fighting. Late in the evening, Turner went over to divisional headquarters to confer with Alderson and found him in an angry mood. Alderson had just been scorched by Plumer, his immediate superior, for allowing the 3rd Brigade and its attached units to fall back to the GHQ Line, “thus giving up all the ground for which such a struggle has been made today and leaving the 2nd Brigade in the air.” Plumer demanded instant action to restore the line.64 Alderson was stunned by the revelation, inconsistent as it was with his orders to Turner and the British scheme of defense, which required that a commanding officer counterattack at once in the event he was forced back.65 Alderson had assumed that the retreat to the GHQ Line was temporary, preparatory to a counterattack. Instead he learned that Turner had turned it into his new defensive front.

What exactly occurred at the meeting is unknown as no records of the exchanges exist. Presumably Alderson wanted Turner to organize a counterattack and the latter resisted, convinced that it would lead to the destruction of his brigade. The face-to-face encounter went badly; as the Canadian Official History points out, neither man was willing to acknowledge the other’s position.66 Alderson would have been justified in sacking Turner for insubordination and would have done so without question if his hands had not been tied. But Turner was a war hero back home and his dismissal would have been explosive politically and might have weakened Canada’s support for the war.67

A defiant Turner emerged from Alderson’s headquarters just as the fighting on the battlefield was dying down and the only action of any note was at Locality “C.” Here Ormond’s and Warden’s steadily diminishing garrisons had put up a gallant defense all morning on the 24th, beating back one wave of gray-clad attackers after another. Around noon Ormond saw men on his right fall back, though he was unaware at the time that they were leaderless stragglers from several small units between his force and that of Warden. With rumors swirling that frontline units were pulling back and his own right flank apparently uncovered, Ormond decided to retreat as well. The withdrawal was conducted in successive stages, with each party falling back a short distance and then covering the withdrawal of the next by its fire. The maneuver was well executed, with the result that the Germans took such punishment that they abandoned their pursuit. On the way back Ormond ran into the COS of the 14th and 15th Battalions and a council was held in which he urged that they join forces for a counterattack. His plan, however, was judged to be impractical and he had no alternative but to continue to retreat, eventually reaching the GHQ Line.68

Warden’s company, which had been more or less cut off from the fighting on Ormond’s front, was now left alone to defend the outpost. The Germans kept probing but were held back by the rapid fire of Warden’s men. Still by 5 p.m. only thirty-five men out of the original three hundred remained in the firing line. Warden was badly wounded early in the afternoon and, before evacuated to the rear, turned over command to Lt. Howard Scharschmidt, a twenty-four-year-old native of British Columbia. Admonished to hang on until relieved or ordered to fall back, Scharschmidt stood his ground even after the enemy began to swirl around Locality “C.” Finally around 4 a.m. Scharschmidt was ordered to retire, and under cover of a thick fog, he and twenty-two of his mates slipped through the German cordon. The fall of Locality “C” left Boetleer Farm as the only remaining strongpoint on Gravenstafel Ridge.

The British were planning to launch a major counterattack on the 25th, a decision that was reached on the previous day in response to Foch’s plea for assistance in recapturing the lost ground. Foch told Sir John that he proposed to undertake a vigorous offensive against the Steenstraat-Langemarck front and, to that end, intended to add two fresh divisions to the two already at the scene. The field marshal agreed to cooperate even though in the past the French had failed to fulfill their promises. During the afternoon Sir John contacted Smith-Dorrien and instructed him to make every effort to restore the line about St. Julien in order to protect the 28th Division. The message was passed on to Plumer, who entrusted Alderson with the responsibility of organizing the counterattack. Alderson selected Brig. Gen. Charles Hull, a forty-nine-year-old British professional soldier who commanded the 10th Brigade (4th Division), to plan and lead the operation, placing fifteen battalions at his disposal.

The attack was doomed from the start. Originally scheduled to take place at 3:30 a.m. on the 25th, it was delayed twice—once because several of the participating officers were too far away to reach Hull’s headquarters in time to be briefed and again because of the difficulty of getting the men forward—until 5:30 a.m. Although originally allotted fifteen battalions, Hull found himself in the end with only the five of his own brigade. The remaining ten were delayed on the road, too exhausted to take part; removed from Hull’s command at the last minute; or committed elsewhere. This meant that the attack extending on a fairly broad frontage—between Kitchener’s Wood and St. Julien—would lack weight, not to mention that it would take place, not at night, but in broad daylight over ground where the Germans enjoyed excellent fields of fire. To make matters worse, the British and Canadian gunners had not been informed of the delay and opened fire at 3:30 a.m., compromising surprise and depriving the infantry of support when it advanced.

The 10th Brigade was probably the best force available to Alderson. It was at full strength, with 5,000 fresh men, and four of its five battalions were disciplined and well trained, with long traditions of service to the state. The regular battalions were deployed in the front line. The lone territorial battalion was held in reserve and after the start of the attack was thrown in on the left. At first the British troops encountered only sniping, but as soon as they pressed steadily forward by rushes they were engulfed in a torrent of rifle and machine-gun fire that cut deeply into their ranks and left the dead and wounded lying in long rows. Peering through field glasses, Hull followed the action from his command post and was sickened at the sight of his men dropping like flies. “Why do they stop,” a junior officer asked. Back came the snappy reply, “They are dead.”69 All the battalions were held short of their objective and at 6:15 a.m. Hull tried to renew the attack by committing two newly arrived battalions of the 149th (Northumberland) to lend impetus on the right. Facing the same storm of fire, they lost their direction and only added to the casualty list—which totaled 4 officers and 284 lower ranks. By 7 a.m. it was clear to Hull that the attack had stalled and he pulled back his shattered units and formed a new line linking Shell Trap Farm and Fortuin. Hasty preparation, lack of reconnaissance, and poor coordination between infantry and artillery had combined to ensure defeat.

The two-hour operation had cost the 10th Brigade 73 officers and 2,346 other ranks, far transcending losses suffered by any Canadian formation in a single action at Second Ypres. Although a tactical failure, the courageous charge by the 10th Brigade had expended Albrecht’s striking power in the area and forced him to reduce the scope of his operation for the 25th. Canceling the main blow south through St. Julien, he allowed the subsidiary attack to go ahead as scheduled. Here the XXVII German Reserve Corps planned a converging attack, one from the east against the 85th Brigade (28th Division) in the vicinity of Brood-seinde, on the face of the salient, and the other against the 2nd Canadian Brigade and various British detachments at the apex and on Gravenstafel Ridge. The German change in plans had bought the defenders more time. Hull’s ill-fated assault produced yet another beneficial effect: it had sealed the gap on the left of the 2nd Brigade.

As dawn broke on the morning of the 25th, the Germans heralded their first assault with an intense and unrelenting eight-hour barrage against the trenches of the 85th Brigade. The Germans opened with shrapnel, then followed up with high explosives and gas shells that asphyxiated or left incapacitated a portion of the men. Around 1 p.m. the German infantry charged along a quarter of a mile front northwest of Broodseinde and encountered fierce resistance. There was hand-to-hand fighting and the Germans succeeded in breaking in on the left against the East Surreys, which had been weakened by the loss of all of its officers. Of the ground lost to the enemy, counterattacks regained all but sixty yards. Elsewhere the Germans were beaten back and, in fact, never came close to the British trenches.

The second half of the German operation occurred farther west in the neighboring Canadian sector, where the fighting was as intense as it had been on the previous day. Starting after daybreak artillery fire grew in volume and fury, reaching a peak between 9 a.m. and noon, when shells fell at the rate of between forty-five and sixty-eight every minute. Around noon columns of German infantry were seen advancing from several directions, with the object of cutting off part of the northeastern salient. Early in the afternoon the enemy poured across no-man’s-land and the fighting on Gravenstafel Ridge centered around Boetleer Farm, where the weary, outnumbered, and battered remains of Currie’s frontline battalions, assisted by elements of several British units, stubbornly clung to their exposed positions. Around 3:30 p.m. the Germans gained control of the farm but their further advance was halted by Canadian reserve companies.

In other parts of the line, however, British and Canadian units were either being driven back or blown out of their trenches. Currie was doing his best to cope with the trying developments on his front, but he was rapidly running out of options. At 1 p.m. he learned that Hull’s counterattack, on which he was counting to secure his left, had failed. Then, too, the 151st Brigade, which had been assigned to reinforce his front, was diverted elsewhere. Finally the messages from his units in the field seemed to suggest that his brigade was in danger of being encircled. Judging his position hopeless, he concluded that to save what was left of his brigade, he must pull back. To disengage during the daylight hours from the grasp of the enemy was to risk paying a very heavy price, as the 3rd Brigade had learned on the previous day. Both Lipsett (8th Battalion) and Tuxford (5th Battalion) raised objections and would have preferred to withdraw under cover of darkness. But Currie felt that he did not have the luxury of waiting even a few hours, and so his order stood.

The British units—Suffolks, Monmouthshires, and Dur
hams, defending Boetleer Farm and commanded by Lt. John Turnbull—were not under Canadian jurisdiction and, as they had not received the order to withdraw, continued to hold their ground. Consequently the newly composite 7th/10th Canadian Battalion guarding Turnbull’s left also remained in the firing line. At the apex the 5th and 8th Canadian Battalions began the process of disengaging. According to an earlier agreement, the 5th remained behind to cover the withdrawal of the 8th to the rear. The men of the 5th had a more difficult time executing a withdrawal in conditions of close combat, but shielded by darkness they made good their escape. The 5th fell back to the crest of Gravenstafel Ridge, where it joined the 8th, occupying reserve trenches. As Tuxford and Lipsett went down the slope of the ridge with their men, they passed by the trenches of the 3rd Royal Fusiliers, the left battalion of the adjacent 85th Brigade (28th Division) which, to their surprise, was not conforming to the retirement. Until the order arrived, the officer in charge refused to abandon his position. Both Tuxford and Lipsett realized that they could not leave the flank of the Fusiliers uncovered and risk endangering the entire 28th Division. Thus they turned their exhausted men around and reoccupied the trenches at the crest of the hill, where they remained until replaced early on 26 April. By then the Fusiliers, like the other British units in the line, had received the order to withdraw. To the west of Boetleer Farm the patched-together 7th/10th Battalion moved out of its trenches after the Suffolks on their right withdrew.

At the end of the fourth day of the battle, sufficient British troops had arrived on the scene to begin the systematic relief of the remains of the Canadian battalions. The Canadians were not called upon to enter the front line again during the remainder of the battle. Depleted and exhausted, they were held in reserve in the Ypres area for a little more than a week and then evacuated from the salient early in May. In as trying an initiation in battle as any troops ever received, the Canadians had performed beyond all expectations. They had been the first troops in the British Empire to confront poison gas, against which they had no defense. Gassed, outnumbered, outgunned, fighting for hours without sleep and often food and water, and driven back along the line in the face of enormous pressure, they had refused to admit defeat. “Imagine Hell in its worst form,” Sgt. William Miller (15th Battalion) wrote, “and you may have a slight idea what it was like.”70 The number of casualties totaled over six thousand, distributed almost equally among the three brigades. The heroic Canadian stand drew accolades, not only from back home and Allied leaders, but Germans as well. The German Official History acknowledged “the obstinate resistance” and “tenacious determination” of the Canadians.71 While the Germans never intended to push on to the Channel ports, they might have cut off the fifty thousand Allied troops in the salient and altered the course of the war if the Canadians had broken in the face of the chlorine cloud that had caused French troops on their left to flee in panic. By withstanding the enemy’s surprise use of gas with only improvised and inadequate means of protection, the Canadians had reduced its psychological impact. Rudimentary respirators and detection devices introduced at the start of May 1915, and their steady improvement in the months ahead, would further downgrade poison gas as just another weapon of war.

On the afternoon of the 25th Plumer began to reorganize his front and to relieve some of the depleted British units. As darkness fell on the evening of the 25th across the pockmarked battlefield, the line was by no means solid and, though troop movements had improved it somewhat, there remained several large gaps. To make matters worse the steady narrowing of the salient had allowed the Germans to concentrate their fire from any point and was taking a significant toll on the defenders.

Thus far improvised and isolated attacks had not kept the Germans from cutting off parts of the salient, much less expel them from any ground they had gained. It should have been apparent to any astute observer that following the same formula would only sacrifice more men to no purpose and that it was essential for the next offensive to be well prepared, backed by sufficient artillery, and combined with a strong effort by the French. Foch’s promise of large reinforcements had not materialized so that General Putz’s attack on the 25th had been limited to a feeble effort by a single division on the east side of the canal. Putz had decided to postpone his counterattack until the next day when he would be able to use, in addition to the units already in the line, most of the 18th and 153rd Divisions that had begun to arrive.

At a conference on the 25th, Smith-Dorrien, in accordance with Sir John’s wishes, agreed to the French request for joint action the following day. To assist in the counterattack, the Lahore Division of the Indian Army, which had reached the salient after a thirty-mile march the night before, was placed under the direction of Smith-Dorrien. The availability of fresh and substantial Allied reinforcements made it possible to organize a powerful counteroffensive that held some promise of success.

During the morning of the 26th, the French had a change of heart about their contribution to the proposed operation, reducing it to only part of the 18th Division, plus the troops already on the scene. As if that was not bad enough, the attack, initially set to commence at 5 p.m., was moved forward to 2 p.m. at the insistence of the French. Reeling under the double blow, Smith-Dorrien complained angrily to General Headquarters. He maintained that the French attack would not carry enough weight to have any significant impact and that moving the starting time forward by three hours would reduce the already limited period available for his own preparations. Sir John ignored his concerns and ordered him to proceed as arranged. It must have been sheer torture for Smith-Dorrien to work on a plan of attack that he realized was almost certain to fail and cost the lives of hundreds of his men.

Forming up for the attack were two brigades of the Lahore Division, Ferozepore and Jullundur, along with the 149th (Northumberland Fusiliers) Brigade on their right.72 Indian troops were to attack east of the Ypres-Langemarck road, while the 149th stormed St. Julien, on the way passing over ground littered with the bloated bodies of British and Canadian dead. The French for their part were to advance in two areas. In the sector adjacent to the Lahore Division, with their right on the Ypres-Langemarck road, they were to push toward Mauser Ridge; their other objective was to expel the Germans from the western bank of the canal, where they had established a bridgehead.

As Smith-Dorrien had feared, the hastily prepared British operation never stood a chance. The turbaned Sikhs and fierce Gurkas of the Indian Division charged bravely across the open fields, only to be cut down in writhing heaps by an inferno of machine-gun and artillery fire. A successful advance by the Moroccans on their left would have eased some of the pressure, but that possibility was foreclosed when the Germans discharged gas on their front. At the sight of the deadly wall of fumes the panic-stricken Moroccans ran back, stumbling and gasping, to a place south of their starting line. Their casualties were light, with 2 officers and 14 men killed and 109 wounded. There were another 100 or so missing, but most of these had fled and would eventually rejoin their units.

The gas drifted across the front of the Lahore Brigades and, without any means of protection, their already faltering attack came to a halt. Their assault claimed 1,829 men and had neither gained ground nor inflicted losses on the enemy. The Northumberland Fusiliers attacked later in the afternoon and, while they showed a complete disregard of danger, fared no better. In less than two hours they had lost two-thirds of their strength—42 officers, including their commanding officer, and 1,912 other ranks. For all their sacrifice and gallantry they had been unable to push the Germans back an inch. The attacks by both the Indian Division and 149th Brigade had been a disaster of monumental proportions. The only bit of success that day occurred on the west bank, where the French captured most of Lizerne, but their attacks elsewhere in that sector made no progress.

The sad scenario that occurred on the east side of the canal on the 26th would be repeated the next day and, incredibly, with the complicity of Sir John. The French intended to renew their attack on the 27th without altering their plan and objectives, and Sir John again agreed to cooperate. On seeing Putz’s order, Smith-Dorrien was horrified that the number of troops assigned to execute the French attack, upon which the British operation depended to advance, was no more than on the previous day. It was now apparent to him that the French were leaving it up to the British to regain the ground they had lost. Although he had no illusions about the outcome of the operation, there was nothing he could do to stop it. To comply with Sir John’s wishes, he ordered the Lahore Division to support the French. No longer willing to suffer in silence, however, he sat down and wrote a long letter to his chief. In it he made clear that he saw no point in throwing away more troops in view of the improbability of the French to make a big effort and, furthermore, he suggested that it would be wise to consider a withdrawal to a line that was less acutely bent near Ypres.73

There was one change in the personnel of the Lahore Division, with the fresh Sirhind Brigade replacing the decimated Jullundur Brigade. The attack by the men of the Lahore Division got under way shortly after noon over ground covered with their dead comrades. Almost immediately shells rained down on them with devastating accuracy and the toll was magnified when the enemy opened up with machine-gun and rifle fire. The Indians did all that could be humanly expected but their attack broke up some two hundred yards before they reached the enemy’s wire. Lt. Col. John Allen, the CO of the 4th King’s Regiment (Sirhind Brigade), expressed his disgust at the ordered attack in a letter to his wife: “The position the Brigade attacked was quite impossible as we were enfiladed on both sides and the shells were awful. How I escaped I do not know.… Everyone knew it was impossible before they went out. The same thing had happened the day before.… I trust we shall never have such work to do again as it was nothing but murder sending the men, and [the] Battalion lost 10 officers and 368 men killed, appalling for no results.”74

After twisting Sir John’s arm for assistance, the French forces on the Ypres-Langemarck road had not moved from their place of assembly. In truth the French could have done nothing that would have enabled the Lahore Division to come to grips with the Germans. But had they gone ahead with their attack, they would have drawn some of enemy’s firepower away from the Indian Brigades and presumably the latter’s losses would have been less horrific. The French Official History does not offer an explanation for their inaction, but its British counterpart reveals that it was because they were pinned down by a heavy artillery barrage.75 It certainly was no more intense than what the Lahore Division troops had endured, and yet they carried on with their end of the operation.

The French showed more determination on the west side of the canal, where they had completely driven the Germans out of their stronghold in Lizerne and recaptured the line of the canal between Het Sas and a point near Steenstraat. This encouraged them to exploit their modest success, and another combined operation was planned for 6:30 p.m. While Smith-Dorrien was making preparations for the second attack, he received a telegram from General Headquarters at 4:35 p.m., which effectively relieved him of his command. It read in part, “Chief directs you to hand over forthwith to General Plumer the command of all troops engaged in the present operations about Ypres.”76 To further humiliate Smith-Dorrien, the message was uncoded and understood by anyone who read it. The actual transfer of responsibility occurred at 5:30 p.m. Smith-Dorrien remained in command of the Second Army, but in name only. A new structure of command known as “Plumer’s Force” came into existence. This was meant to emphasize that Plumer was not only in charge of all the troops in the Ypres area but that he was to report directly to General Headquarters instead of through the Second Army.

The second attack of the day was met with the same firepower as the earlier one and stopped without significantly advancing the line. The Lahore Division had sustained an additional 1,250 casualties, bringing the total up for the past two days to about 4,000, or a third of its strength. The French on the left of the Lahore Division got off to a good start but, as they struggled to move forward, they were deluged with gas shells, causing them to turn and run through their own lines and across the canal bridges. There were reports that the African troops went on a rampage in the rear, prompting the French to request a British cavalry unit to help restore order.

On the morning of the 28th Sir John directed Plumer to draw up plans for a withdrawal from the current position in the salient in case it became necessary. After sending the message, Sir John motored to Cassel to inform Foch that he intended to fall back immediately from the exposed part of the salient. Foch protested vehemently against any withdrawal, arguing, among other things, that it would be regarded as an Allied defeat and likely to lead to the loss of Ypres. “I painted the picture of the consequences of withdrawal darker than they appeared to me,” Foch subsequently reported to Joffre.77 The meeting ended with Sir John yielding once more. On returning to his headquarters, he sent orders to Plumer that he was to act in conjunction with Putz’s attack set for the afternoon, and that he was to delay the withdrawal until its results were known.

In view of the resources that Putz proposed to employ, not much was expected of the French effort. It was understood that the British would not move until the French assault got under way. Predictably the attack achieved nothing. French forces west of the canal were stopped before Steenstraat, while those on the eastern side never left their trenches. Foch had planned an attack on the 29th but he had to postpone it to permit his newly arrived artillery to register. Sir John agreed to remain in place as he had on the previous day, beguiled by Foch’s assurances that the French would mount an offensive strong enough to regain the lost ground.

On the 28th Plumer submitted a memo to Sir John indicating the line on which he had selected to retire. It meant giving up about five miles across the base and a maximum of two and a half miles in depth. In defending his plan of withdrawal, Plumer pointed out that the current British position was dangerous and could not be held permanently unless the French regained nearly all the lost ground, a task that would require a very large force (which of course was unavailable to them). He went on to say that local attacks would only result in more casualties without achieving anything. Finally he estimated that the retirement to the new line would take four days and maintained that the longer the move was delayed the more costly and difficult it would become.78 Plumer was not the only high-ranking official dismayed by Sir John’s unwillingness to stand up to Foch. The next day the General Staff headed by Sir William Robertson shredded virtually all of Foch’s arguments, poured scorn on the idea of further piecemeal attacks, and urged a withdrawal so as to straighten the line, hinting preferably behind Ypres.79

The pattern of fighting had remained constant during the closing days of April. The Entente partners were allowed to put their offensive plans into effect without interruption because the Germans essentially confined their activity to shelling the area. On the 29th the French launched an independent attack on the west bank, which was short of complete success, but ended with the capture of Steenstraat. The next day the French 152nd Division attacked on the east side and some progress was made on the left along the canal, but the right did not move because the enemy’s wire in front remained uncut. The Lahore Division, which had orders to cooperate with the right of the 152nd Division, did not budge, either.

Before the results of the day were fully known, Putz approached Plumer with a proposal for another joint operation on 1 May. Plumer referred the matter to General Headquarters, which replied that he was to support any French attack with firepower but that he was not to engage any of his infantry in it. At long last Sir John seemed to have made up his mind that he could no longer afford to expend his men’s lives in support of the French’s futile dream to regain the ground from which they had been ejected. Accordingly he informed Foch that he intended to commence to withdraw in the evening. In alarm Foch traveled to General Headquarters in Hazebrouck and, at his urgent representation, Sir John’s nerve failed him for the third time in as many days and he agreed to postpone the withdrawal for another twenty-four hours. This meant that the BEF commander was again prolonging the agony of his men, who were being bombarded from three sides and in danger of encirclement.

On 1 May Joffre mercifully intervened and instructed Foch to act on the defensive about Ypres so that more resources would be available for his impending offensive. A relieved Sir John welcomed the news and at 3:45 p.m. ordered Plumer to begin his withdrawal that evening. Needlessly delayed by at least four days, the curtain finally fell on what had become a tragic opera, ending the first phase of the Second Battle of Ypres. British and Canadian casualties had been heavy during the critical period, that is, between 22 and 25 April, but on succeeding days, when the danger of a German breakthrough had all but disappeared, the toll from the fruitless counterattacks was much greater. It should have been apparent after the losses on 22–23 April that a counterattack with any chance of success required careful preparation, proper reconnaissance, sufficient numbers, and well-coordinated artillery support. Yet men were ordered to attack over and over again without the benefit of these vital elements and each time it was hardly surprising that they suffered immense losses in failed attempts to close in on their objectives.

The part played by Foch in this calamity was appalling. At the outset he duped Sir John into believing that British action would merely entail supporting the French to regain the ground lost during the gas attack on the first day of the battle. The French general may have had tactical shortcomings but he was sensible enough to know that Putz never had the human and material resources on hand to take the lead. Consequently Putz failed to live up to his arrangements with Sir John and made little or no move. The stated roles of the two armies were quickly reversed, with the British induced into bearing the burden of recovering the lost ground, assisted—and poorly at that—by the French.

Sir John bears as much blame as Foch, if not more so, for participating in attacks that, without genuine French efforts on the left, were doomed from the start. The sad part was that he realized what was happening and desperately wanted to withdraw from the tip of the salient, but lacking strength of character, allowed himself to be swayed by the smooth assurances of Foch each time they met, and went away committed to another hasty and poorly prepared attack. The field marshal could not accommodate Foch without taking heavy manpower losses that he could ill afford. Regrettably he chose to please the French over the well-being of his men. This was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that he showed himself to be unfit to command the British Army.


3. The Withdrawal and Close of the Battle of St. Julien, 1–4 May

EVERYTHING WAS SET FOR PLUMER’S Force to commence to withdraw at 8 p.m. on 1 May. It was a difficult and hazardous maneuver. Even if the retirement was methodically planned and carried out with stealth and precision, there was always the chance that it would turn into a disaster if the enemy attacked while the troops were on the move. The last men to leave the firing line would face the greatest danger, for they had the farthest to travel. All the men at the front had been on duty for days with little food or sleep and were so exhausted that most were barely able to keep their eyes open. For some the strain was beyond their endurance. One such soldier was Pvt. W. Hay (9th Battalion, Royal Scots, 27th Division), who was fortunate to have escaped punishment for sleeping while on duty:

I was sent in front … and watched for the Jerries in case they made a sudden counterattack.… We were all dead beat … and I fell asleep when I was supposed to be wide awake, and Sergeant McGill, he was my platoon sergeant, he came rushing over and woke me up. He said, “You could be shot for falling asleep over your post. Get back in, back where you were.” … Dave, he was a great friend of mine really. So of course he wouldn’t put me on a charge, but if he had I would have been court-martialed for sleeping at my post and endangering the whole company, which I was doing really. But I was exhausted, like everybody else. We’d had no sleep, no hot drinks, for four days, and we had practically nothing to eat.1
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11. The Salient: 22 April–4 May 1915

The first formation to move back was the Lahore Division (under Maj. Gen. H. D’U. Keary), which reassembled in the Ouderdom area, about five miles in rear of Ypres. The remaining guns of the Canadian Division rejoined those concentrated east of Brielen while half of the artillery belonging to the 27th Division was drawn back to positions closer to the canal. These moves, carried out without incident, left the front line intact and fairly secure. Starting at the junction with the French at Turco Farm and extending as far as Sanctuary Wood, the British front line was held by the 4th Division, the 28th Division, and the 27th Division. The 5th Division occupied the trenches at the southern end of the salient from beyond Sanctuary Wood to north of St. Eloi. In reserve were the 2nd Cavalry Division, the 50th Division, and the 1st Canadian Division.
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12. The Salient: On 30 April before the Withdrawal

Given that the salient had been much reduced and the Germans would soon be moving their artillery forward, Sir John French considered Plumer’s headquarters at Poperinghe, just behind Ypres, no longer safe. Plumer refused to leave, even though Poperinghe had been under continuous fire for some days; still, at French’s insistence, he grudging moved his headquarters farther back. Judging by Major General Keary’s close call, it was probably a good idea that he did. Once the withdrawal of the Lahore Division was completed, Keary prepared to vacate his headquarters at Potijze early in the morning of 2 May. He had barely departed when his dugout was destroyed by shellfire.2

As Plumer was going over the plans for the second stage of the retirement the familiar sound of German artillery could be heard pounding Hill 60 at the southern extremity of the salient. Hill 60 was an artificial mound formed from earth excavated from the cutting of the Ypres-Comines railway. The knoll was of strategic value to the Germans since it provided improved observation of Ypres and the salient. The Germans had seized it from the French in December 1914. When the British took over the line in February 1915 they made preparations to retake it. Tunneling under the mound, the British laid explosive charges, which they detonated on 17 April, creating three big craters and several smaller ones and killing most of the German defenders. Strenuous efforts on the part of the Germans to recapture it had been unsuccessful.3 The heavy fighting had converted the landscape into a desolate scene. The ground was churned up and pulverized, broken timber and wire littered the area as did bodies of the recently fallen, and the trenches had all but disappeared. Given the plethora of heavy guns employed by the enemy, it was vital to have trenches that were deep enough to offer some means of protection. But trying to accomplish that objective in the midst of shelling was dangerous, not to mention that it was impossible to dig more than a few feet from the surface without exhuming the decaying bodies of long-dead soldiers.

On 1 May the Germans made another concerted effort to regain control of the hill. At the time the mound was defended by the 1st Dorsetshire of the 5th Division with A and C Companies on the crest and B and D Companies in support about a hundred yards behind. The Dorsets were newcomers to the area, having relieved the 1st Devonshires earlier in the day. To the left were the 1st Bedfordshires, who had taken up their position five days earlier.

The battalions of the 5th Division were at some distance from where the gas was initially released. To what extent the troops in the area had been warned to be on the lookout for gas is difficult to determine. It appears that the information had reached at least one platoon of the Dorsets, though it is probable that most, if not all, of the men had heard rumors about the enemy’s use of it. They were unaware, however, that its fumes were lethal and, of course, had not been properly tutored on means to reduce its effects.

In the week after 22 April British medical and scientific officers worked practically around the clock to come up with a better antidote to minimize the effects of poison gas for frontline troops than a wetted rag pressed against the nose and mouth. Using the captured German mask as a model, they arrived at a short-term solution. On 1 May the High Command began distributing a primitive respirator consisting of gauze pads impregnated with sodium hypochlorite. Strapped around the nose and mouth it was supposed to allow the defenders to breathe long enough for the gas to pass over them. The mask came with instructions to keep it moist and how to put it on. But without practice and discipline the makeshift arrangement was only of limited value. The masks were difficult to adjust and unless the individual fit it perfectly when tying it over his face he would succumb to the poison gas.

A little before 7 a.m. on 1 May the Germans opened with a fierce bombardment and followed up by releasing gas on a front of a quarter of a mile. An unnamed Dorset lieutenant penned a brief description of the start of the gas attack against Hill 60:

At about seven o’clock I came out of my dugout and saw a hose sticking over the German parapet, which was just starting to sprout out a thick yellow cloud with a tinge of green in it. The gas came out with a hiss that you could hear quite plainly. I at once shouted to my men to put on respirators (bits of flannel), then I got mine and went and warned my captain, who did not know yet.… I can’t understand how it was I was not knocked out; it must have been the work I had to do.4

The evidence seems to indicate that because of the proximity of the German trenches to their own (between forty and one hundred yards), most of the Dorsets did not have time to wet and adjust their respirators before they were enveloped by the gas. Consequently they panicked and, as they began to choke, instinctively crouched down at the bottom of the trench where they suffocated to death.5 The deadly effects of the gas came as a surprise to the men as Sgt. Maj. Ernest Shephard explained: “The gas we were under the impression was to stupefy only. We soon found out at a terrible price that these gases were a deadly poison. First we saw a thick smoke curling over in waves from enemy trenches on left. The cry was sent up that this was gas fumes. The scene that followed was heartbreaking. Men were caught by fumes and in dreadful agony, coughing and vomiting, rolling on ground in agony.”6 All the men suffered from the gas, evidently some more seriously than others. Sergeant Shephard was prepared and avoided the full effects of the gas, as did some members of his company. He wrote, “The fumes did not catch me badly, as I was prepared and when I smelt gas and felt sick I continued to draw breath through my wet cloth round mouth and exhale thro’ nose. Lots of men were unprepared, quite a coincidence we were.”7

Telephonic communication with the artillery was broken and help from that quarter was not available until late in the battle. But the Germans were unable to exploit the breach they had created in the Dorsets’ line thanks in large measure to the courage and prompt action of 2nd Lt. R. V. Kestell-Cornish, who jumped on the parapet and called on his men to do the same. A few fit enough responded and in so doing escaped the worst effects of the gas, which was concentrating at the bottom of the trench. The little group opened rapid fire into the cloud, giving the impression that the trench was still strongly defended. The Germans held back momentarily and the pause allowed the supporting troops to charge through the thinning gas vapor to reinforce the front.

The Devons were in nearby shelters when the gas alarm was sounded. Thereupon the CO, Lt. Col. E. G. Williams, on his own initiative assembled his men and pushed them forward, arriving at the hill in time to fill the gaps in the line. The Devons, in the words of their regimental history, found that the trenches “were full of men choking and gasping for breath, some foaming at the mouth, in every degree of agony and distress, incapable of offering any resistance to the advancing enemy.”8 The enemy had opened a gap of some four hundred yards in the Dorsets’ line except for the small patch of ground defended by Lieutenant Kestell-Cornish and a few of his men. The intervention of the Devons at a crucial moment saved the day. They manned the parapets and, aided by Dorset machine guns, which they managed to bring into action, poured a deadly fire into the ranks of the advancing enemy.9 While this was going on, Dorset and Devon bombers stopped small German parties from trying to work their way around the edge of the craters to gain a footing in the British line.10 Furthermore there was a slight shift in the wind, which blew the gas cloud back toward the Germans and helped break up the attack.

All the surviving Dorsets had lost close friends and were both sick at heart and exploding with anger. The unidentified officer cited earlier in the chapter wrote: “I was simply mad with rage, seeing strong men drop to the ground and die in this way. They were in agonies.… Clean killing is at least comprehensible, but this murder by slow agony absolutely knocks me. The whole civilized world ought to rise up and exterminate those swine across the hill.”11 As the Germans were scurrying back to their line, the Dorsets wanted to charge after them but were restrained by their officers.12

In the aftermath of the action, Shephard and his mates looked for the wounded and missing among the scores of bodies scattered immediately in front of and in their trenches. They found a few alive but most were dead. Shephard continues with his account: “Of those who are still living very few are expected to recover. We found our dead everywhere where they had crawled to get out of the way.… Hill 60 quite apart from our losses is a terrible sight. Hundreds of bodies all over the place terribly mutilated, a large number of our own men, and a large number of Hun. Stench is awful as they cannot be buried, never quiet enough to do that. So they lie as they fell, silent spectators of modern warfare.”13

The Dorsets had paid a heavy price for their dogged resistance. Their casualties approached 300, most of them from C Company. The official records show that 90 men had died of gas poisoning almost immediately or before they could be evacuated. Of the 207 gas victims that were taken to the dressing station, 46 died shortly afterward and more would follow.14 On the other hand the Devons, who had come to the rescue of the Dorsets, emerged relatively unscathed, suffering only 7 killed and 31 wounded.

The 1st Bedfords, particularly those on the right side of the line—next to the Dorsets—also felt the effects of the gas when it was released and were violently sick. According to the Bedfords’ war diary the Germans did not press home their attack “possibly because some of the fumes blew back toward them.”15 During the fighting one of the trenches was briefly abandoned but a soldier, Pvt. Edward Warner, returned and held it single-handedly until the enemy’s attack ceased. A short time later he died of gas poisoning. For conspicuous gallantry he was awarded the Victoria Cross, presented to his mother by King George V on 16 November 1916.16

At 10:45 a.m. on 2 May, Plumer, apparently uninfluenced by the sharp clash on Hill 60 on the previous day, issued orders for the next phase of the withdrawal to take place during the night. Alas, the Germans interrupted the movement before it could be initiated. On 29 April the Germans had captured a British prisoner who imprudently revealed damaging intelligence. The German Official History quotes him as saying, “The position of both the English and French detachments at Ypres is very serious. We must be prepared for bad news.”17 This information confirmed Albrecht’s belief that the salient was becoming more and more untenable and that a renewal of pressure would cause the Allies to withdraw.

Sunday, 2 May, was a beautiful day, bright, sunny, with a slight breeze that tempered the heat. It was quiet enough in the morning, but a little after noon the Germans opened with a ferocious bombardment along the northern flank of the salient from Berlin Wood to beyond Turco Farm, a stretch held by three brigades of the 4th Division—10th, 11th, and 12th—and the right of the French 152nd Division. Around 4 p.m. the enemy switched to gas shells and half an hour later opened the cylinders, discharging a gas cloud on a three-mile front that drifted across no-man’s-land and reached the British trenches in a few minutes. Following closely behind the greenish wall of toxic vapor were German units of the XXVI Reserve Corps.

The German attack against the French was ineffective and easily repulsed. That was not the case in the sector of the 4th Division, which bore the brunt of the German assault. It fell principally on the 12th and the right of the 10th Brigades (between Fortuin and Turco Farm) and, to a lesser extent, on the left of the 11th (east of Fortuin). As it happened, a fitful wind had distributed the gas unevenly and most of the British trenches here were far apart so that the concentration was greater in some places than in others. In the sector of the 12th Brigade, the 2nd Essex on the left and the 2nd Lancaster Fusiliers on the right were subjected to a thick dose of gas. On the other hand the 1st King’s Own Royal Regiment, lying in between the two battalions, was not badly affected.

The front line of the Essex was occupied by B and D Companies, plus a platoon of A Company. The remainder of A and C Companies were stationed back in reserve. Initially only a handful of men in each battalion were issued makeshift respirators and even these, it was found, proved to be practically useless against heavy concentration of gas. Some of the Essex were overcome but the majority, unable to withstand the suffocating fumes, quitted the line and fled to the rear. But on the left, Capt. P. Pechell and the men of B Company refused to budge. Armed only with rifles, as the locks from the machine gun had been removed when the others evacuated the trench, they courageously held on. About 400 yards in the rear, Lt. N. M. S. Irwin gathered the three platoons of A Company to dash through the gas cloud and reoccupy the right end of the abandoned trench. His soldierly presence of mind was matched by that of Lt. J. V. Atkinson, whose C Company was located 1,500 yards behind the front line. Atkinson brought up his men through artillery and machine-gun fire and took over the center portion of the trench. As the reserves were rushing to regain the line, indispensable aid was provided by a battery of French 75s whose curtain of fire inhibited the Germans from moving forward.18

While the issue was in doubt, the 2nd Monmouths received a call to assist the Essex and, accordingly, B and C Companies were ordered to send three platoons each. In the confusion of battle the message never reached B Company but the three platoons of C Company led by Capt. A. J. Bowen got under way immediately. They advanced through heavy shrapnel fire without suffering many losses and succeeded in making contact with the Essex men, by which time they had regained their trench.19 Once the gas passed, the crisis eased, and the Essex had no difficulty keeping the Germans at bay until the action quieted down in the evening.

At the other end of the line, the suffering of the 2nd Lancaster Fusiliers was equally acute. Holding the line from right to left were B, D, and A Companies, with C Company about fifty yards behind in reserve. Pvt. Alfred Bromfield recalled in 1963 the first sign that the day’s routine was about to be broken:

While I was cooking breakfast this particular morning [2 May] one of our chaps on the fire step happened to be looking over the top. He yelled, “Blimey, look at the lyddite shells bursting along Jerry’s trenches.” So, of course we left what we were doing and climbed up on the fire trench, had a look, and sure enough there were about ten or a dozen yellow bursts along his trench as we thought. Well we got down again and lost interest, like, in what we had seen. And after about, it couldn’t have been more than three or four seconds the sentry shouted out, “Blimey, it’s not lyddite, it’s gas.”20

The gas alarm was sounded as soon as the nature of the approaching yellowish fog was detected. The men manned their posts and opened fire with rifles and machine guns into the cloud, anticipating that the Germans were advancing behind it to attack. There was also a dearth of respirators here, for only two per platoon had been distributed. The casualties would have been much more severe had it not been for Lt. William Tyrrell, the medical officer in B Company. Tyrrell was as much an army officer as he was a doctor. Born in 1885, he studied medicine at Queen’s University in Belfast and in the period before the war had gained a reputation as an outstanding athlete and international rugby star. In August 1914 he joined the 2nd Fusiliers and soon endeared himself to everybody. He was alert, knowledgeable, caring, approachable, indifferent to danger, and, when circumstances dictated, unafraid to pick up a rifle and join the men on the firing line. In December 1914 he was awarded the Military Cross for his courageous action. The regimental history described what happened. A soldier in an advanced listening post was severely wounded in the legs, whereupon Tyrrell rushed out and, without regard for his own safety, carried the man back and laid him at the feet of the stretcher-bearers.21

Now, on 2 May, Tyrrell was confronted with a different type of danger, one that threatened not just his own safety, but the lives of all the members of the battalion as well. Suddenly he remembered that firemen were taught to hold wet rags over their mouth to protect themselves against fumes and he thought that the same expedient could be used to combat gas. In the scramble to meet the gas attack, practically all the containers of water and tea had been overturned, prompting Tyrrell to urge the men to urinate on a rag and tie it over their nose and mouth. Actually the presence of ammonia in the urine provided greater protection than water against the gas and gave the defenders a better chance to carry on until the danger had passed. But, in reality, none of the makeshift protective measures were of much value against long-term exposure to concentrated gas. That is apparent from the testimony of the survivors. Lt. M. R. Roberts explained that when the gas cloud rolled over the trench he found it practically impossible to breathe. He added, “Tying a wet handkerchief over one’s nose and mouth did no good at all.”22 Indeed even the few with rudimentary respirators were endangered by the poisonous fumes. Lt. V. F. S. Hawkins found that the gas cloud tore at his throat and lungs as the respirators of cotton waste and gauze were practically useless. In his dazed condition he could not remember “how long this asphyxiating horror went on” but could see men falling around him, “struggling for air as if they were drowning, at the bottom of our so-called trench.”

As Hawkins was feeling desperate and wondering how much more he could stand of “this filthy stuff,” Tyrrell walked over and stood next to him:

“How are you doing?” he asked me.

“Not very well,” I replied, “and I don’t think I can take much more of it.”

“Then give me your rifle and I will,” he said and I am sure, deliberately, to make me angry. He succeeded. I was so angry at the implied suggestion in his remark that nothing would have shifted me after that.23

Tyrrell proved to be a tower of strength and, according to Lieutenant Hawkins, seemed to be everywhere, “exhorting, encouraging us all,” and doing “everything he could as a doctor.”24 He tended to the men who had dropped to the bottom of the trench and were suffocating, steadied them, and placed wet rags over their face; he carried many to safety and, when the Germans appeared, picked up a rifle and fired away.25 “I don’t know where he found the breath to do all that he did,” Hawkins observed in amazement.26

No less a hero that day was Pvt. John Lynn, one of four machine gunners in the battalion. His vision obscured because of the encroaching fog of gas, he lifted the gun onto the parapet and climbed out of the trench; mounted it on a tree stump, which gave him a better field of fire; and sat down behind it. With members of his team supplying him belts of ammunition, he poured a steady stream of bullets into the gas cloud, inflicting huge casualties on the advancing Germans. As the gas thinned, he could see his targets, which allowed him to bring more effective fire to bear. Lynn had no respirator and was badly affected by the gas but continued to pivot his gun back and forth. The vital part he and Tyrrell played, together with the tenacity and accurate fire of the men in the company and the shelling by the French, stemmed the enemy’s assault. At length Lynn collapsed and, when the fighting died down, was carried to a dressing station. His face blue from the effects of gas poisoning, he died in excruciating pain the next day. His courage and self-sacrifice were recognized when he was awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously.27

The Germans did not press home their attack with determination. In fact in some parts of the line the defenders saw no Germans at all after the gas cleared. Lieutenant Hawkins recorded that as soon “as we were breathing fresh air again … there was nothing in front of us.” In his opinion the “Germans had either not followed the gas up on our immediate front, or our blind but intensive fire into the gas cloud as it rolled over us had stopped them.”28 Lieutenant Roberts was similarly struck: “After a while the gas cloud began to thin, shelling increased, but there was no sign of a German advance and small arms fire had practically ceased.”29 It would appear that the Germans were placing less reliance on their manpower than on their artillery and gas to dislodge the defenders. If so, they miscalculated badly.

When the fighting slackened, the men of B Company noticed that there was no activity from their comrades on the left. As it happened, a gaping hole existed in the front held by A, C, and D Companies, although the Germans seemed to be holding back. As soon as circumstances permitted, an officer was sent to investigate. He spotted the 7th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders (A&SH), who were moving up to fill the breach, but there was no sign of the Fusiliers save for a delirious soldier on the parapet and three badly gassed signalers in the headquarters dugout. According to Brig. Gen. F. G. Anley’s report the three Fusilier Companies (A, C, and D) left their trenches to get away from the gas and fled to the rear in disorder.30 No explanation for their conduct was given. On the other hand the regimental history implies that the three companies had failed either to follow, or receive, Tyrrell’s recommended gas-saving formula.31 George Ashurst, who was in the support trenches at the time, touched on his own experience before adding to the larger picture. He noted that as soon as the gas cloud was sighted there was “a wild rush for flannelette and water, but before we could get these and put them to our mouths the horrible gas was on us.” But after inhaling the outer edges of the gas fumes some, if not most, were able to put on their improvised protection. Holding their rifles in one hand and the primitive gas masks to their mouths with the other, they “waited for Fritz to come over after the gas had done its work.” Ashurst like the others was in acute torment—by his own account his throat and chest seemed to be burning and he could not stop coughing. A number of his comrades “could stick it no longer and began to climb out of the trench, to be sent back to their position with the officer’s revolver at their heads.”32

Since the men in the front line were closer to the enemy, it is more than likely that the gas was so concentrated that they would have been unable to carry on, even with access to makeshift respirators. Ashurst has provided us with a firsthand account of what eventually occurred in the support and frontline trenches:

Men spat and coughed and cursed Fritz and his terrible gas, as they bent low for safety from the flying shells and tried to get away from the poisonous gas. Suddenly there was a noise of thundering feet on top of our trench and figures began to jump clean over our trench and heads. They were our men from the front line, and as this went on someone passed the word along the trench to retire. Whether this order was official or not I don’t know, but there was a rush to get out of the trench; our officer tried to calm the men, but he might have well tried to calm a rough sea. Away we ran across the open, not knowing or caring where to, so long as it was farther away from that horrible gas and bombardment.33

As soon as the rout of the Fusiliers was detected, units from neighboring formations were hurriedly sent forward to reoccupy the vacant trenches—first on the scene were the 7th A&SH (10th Brigade) with a company of 5th South Lancashire (12th Brigade reserve) in support, followed by the 4th Hussars and 5th Lancers (3rd Cavalry Brigade), who formed part of the reserve near Potijze.34 The Highlanders arrived before the Germans were able to exploit the opening in the line. With the assistance of a machine gun left in position in the line, they succeeded in preventing the Germans from developing their attack.35 While this was going on, the 1st King’s Own pushed men northward and occupied a farm from where they enfiladed German waves seeking to penetrate the Fusiliers’ trenches. Under the combined action of the committed British forces, the German attack was halted and thrown back.36

Lying in the center on the 12th Brigade’s front, the 1st King’s Own had not been severely tested. They had avoided the full effects of the gas, thanks to its uneven distribution, and the German attacks that followed, described as halfhearted, had been repulsed without difficulty. This permitted the King’s Own, as noted earlier, to divert men to a farm to help in the defense of the Lancashires’ line.

The 12th Brigade’s experience with gas on this day was repeated on the front of the 10th Brigade, with some battalions subjected to heavier doses than others. Regrettably there is little available information about what actually happened, except in one instance that will be described shortly. The war diaries and the regimental histories of the units involved confine their remarks to a few lines. The British Official History omits any mention of the action whatsoever. John Dixon was hard-pressed to come up with a paragraph or two.37 All that is known for sure is that all the battalions, relying on respirators or, if not available, wetted handkerchiefs, were able to deal with the gas, and the concentrated fire of those under attack stopped the Germans dead in their tracks.

In the course of my research I came across an unpublished account (in the IWM) that sheds light on the activities of the 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers, a battalion forming part of the 10th Brigade. The author, Capt. W. T. Colyer of A Company, describes, among other things, his reaction on seeing gas for the first time and how he got through the ordeal. It is highly interesting and informative and well worth quoting at length:

A sudden fear comes over me—I can hear a particular hissing sound. I spring to my feet and look over the parapet. My God, I thought so. Gas! “Hi! Wake up there! Gas! Gas! Damn it, wake up! Gas!” There is a big yellow cloud rolling slowly toward us along the ground. At the same time a pungent odor assails my senses. I shake my fist in a futile way toward the enemy trenches. “Cowards! You dirty cowards!” Gracious God! Surely we haven’t got to die like this without a chance of killing back! But I must keep calm. Example to the men and all that. Oh, but this is the last straw—well, I mustn’t panic. “Get hold of your respirators,” I cry … “and try and breathe through them.” By this time the gas is well upon us. Putting a handkerchief over one’s mouth evidently doesn’t improve matters much. Already I am choking and coughing, and I feel that I can scarcely breathe. This is awful! Is there nothing to be done? Why, it would be better to dash through it to the Boche trenches and try and at least account for some of them before being finished off ourselves. Mustn’t do any fancy stunts like that, I suppose. I must try to be calmer, and try and breathe more slowly and regularly. Ha! That seems a little better—perhaps we shall we able to stick it out after all. It’ll have to clear off pretty soon though, or not at all, as I am beastly ill with it already. It has got right into my lungs. Looking over the parapet once more I notice something that has escaped me before in my excitement, viz: that the worst part of the gas cloud is more over to the left and only the edge of it is passing over us. Farther along to the right the air is perfectly clear. At last what seemed an interminable time, the cloud passed over us altogether; and with feeling of intense relief, mingled with some sense of shame at my late panic, I find myself breathing comparatively pure air again.

Although the men of the Dublin Fusiliers probably felt that they had survived a near-death experience, they were fortunate that they had been exposed only to the rim of the gas cloud. Yet nearly all had been seriously affected by the gas. With most men unable to function, Colyer wondered how they would be able to meet what he assumed was an impending enemy attack. His narrative resumes:

The thing is, what’s going to happen next? What is all that Boche machine-gun fire for, over to the left? Is it supporting fire for an attack? And, if so, where are they attacking? I can see no movement anywhere, but then my view is limited owing to the foggy atmosphere, especially toward the left, where all the disturbances seem to be. Well, whatever it is, my duty is to be prepared for an attack, and have the men standing to arms. At present they don’t appear to be in a fit state to defend the trench.… I seem to have come through it as well or better than any of them. It is very distressing to see these men who ten minutes ago were so serene and cheerful, now writhing about in varying degree of torment and despair. And it won’t do, either, by God! They must not be allowed to chuck up the sponge. The trench has jolly well got to be defended, and every ounce of energy must be summoned up for that purpose. “There, pull yourselves together, you chaps. The gas is finished now. Look to your rifle. The Hun may be on us any minute. …” Thus I exhort the men; yet privately I am apprehensive. There is no doubt that the gas has quite taken the stuffing out of the majority of them.38

Colyer must have been happy that the men, in their sad condition, were not put to the test. During the day the Germans struck other battalions belonging to the 10th Brigade but, for unknown reasons, spared the Dublin Fusiliers.

The 11th Brigade had an easier time than either the 12th or 10th, except on the left where the London Rifle Brigade, in particular, took heavy punishment from gas and shelling before they got the satisfaction of evening the score. Around 5 p.m. the Germans were seen massing in preparation for an attack and the order “stand to” was given twenty minutes later. As the gas drifted toward the LRB trenches, a member of the unit described his response to it: “I put on my mask but still got a whiff of it, which immediately affected my lungs. My eyes started running and everyone was coughing and it seemed impossible to breathe through the mask. I think some of the boys tore them off but after a few minutes I found I could breathe a little easier and I saw that almost everyone was manning the parapet and looking to their front.”39

The gas continued to pass over the front line for about ten minutes and, while the men were all to some extent affected, only a few required to be evacuated.40 As the gas cleared away, the enemy advanced at the double. The two left companies of the LRB, C and D, had not only suffered the most from the gas, but their field of fire was obstructed by a hedge. However, the two right companies, with an opportunity to apply the skill they had acquired from the many hours of practice on the rifle range, had a field day against the approaching masses of Germans. “[We] simply blazed away, emptying our magazines and reloading as we had so often in practice,” one of the men explained. He added, “It was most exhilarating and we thoroughly enjoyed ourselves while it lasted, feeling that, at last, we were getting some of our own for all the discomfort we had recently been put to.” The left companies waited until the Germans had cleared the hedge and were about fifty yards from their trench when they suddenly opened fire. As one of the participants attested, it had the desired outcome: “So sudden and unexpected a shock produced the utmost confusion and we laughed hysterically as the survivors stumbled and cursed over the corpses of their comrades in a frantic effort to return to safety.”41

Active fighting was over by 6:30 p.m., though German sniping continued while the wounded were evacuated and supplies brought up. The battalion was weary and depleted. It had endured shelling all afternoon and suffered heavy casualties on top of feeling the effects of the gas, not to mention that it had been in the line since 25 April. In response for assistance, the brigade ordered the 1st East Lancashires and two platoons of the 4th Yorkshires up to the front. At 8:25 p.m. the CO of the LRB sent the following report to brigade headquarters: “Situation quieter. Fear casualties very heavy, will report later. All supports now in trench. Improbable that we can hold length of trench without assistance. Men have had no sleep for seven nights. This, with the incessant shelling, has told on them. Germans are entrenching near to us, opposite to our center. No. 3 [C] company, which is there, hopes that it did good execution on them.”42

The only other place on the front in the 11th Brigade where fighting was reported, albeit on a lesser scale, was on the right of the London Rifle Brigade, where a stretch was defended by a company of the 1st Somerset Light Infantry. Sgt. Arthur Henry Cook has provided a good account of the day’s events. Early in the afternoon he caught sight of a German walking behind his trench with a large flat container on his back. Cook noticed that he was leaving behind him a trail of smoke that soon turned into a dense green mass and, driven by a light wind, rolled slowly along the ground toward his company. “We were puzzled at first by this green-looking bank of mist sweeping across no-man’s-land and did not know what to do about it.” Then Cook realized that it must be the gas they had been warned about, and he went around alerting the men. He ordered the few who had been issued respirators to put them on and those without one to tie wet handkerchiefs around their nose and mouth. His account continues:

I then ordered them to line the trench and be ready to open rapid fire on anyone who appeared. It was not long before the Germans came out of their trenches, keeping well behind the gas cloud in front of them. Our line was very thinly held but we inflicted many casualties on the approaching Germans. So much so that after advancing about two hundred yards they scuttled back to their trenches, leaving many dead and wounded on the ground. I am afraid we had no sympathy for the wounded, for as soon as an attempt was made to get them back to their lines we picked them off. I had the satisfaction of getting several bull’s-eyes.

Although the Germans had been stopped with relative ease, they continued to eject more gas, which grew thicker as it flowed in the direction of the Somersets. Cook explained that his comrades did not panic and most weathered the storm without long-term effects. He ended by saying, “Perhaps the enemy thought we would pack up our traps and run on the approach of the gas cloud. But, not having experienced it before it did not strike the terror he had expected.”43

By 8 p.m. all was calm along the front of the three brigades. As the men took stock of the day’s fighting they were overcome by mixed emotions. They were furious at the Germans for failing to play by the rules of warfare and had a difficult time coming to terms with the loss of close friends, but filled with pride that they had held their ground against overwhelming odds.

The British Official History attributes the day’s success to the new concept of “deep formation in defense.” Since the British could not come close to matching the enemy’s artillery, they altered their system of defense to accommodate their reliance, first and foremost, on manpower. Support troops were close behind the trenches, ready if necessary to move up to assist frontline units. The reserves, in turn, were close at hand and able at a moment’s notice to replace the support troops in case they were obliged to join the action. It was also beneficial that brigade headquarters were set up near the front so that, in case the lines of communications were poor or severed, runners could bring messages to and fro without excessive delays.44

It continued to be quiet in the wake of the fighting, leading Plumer to conclude that it was unlikely the Germans would make further moves that night. Accordingly at 9:45 p.m. he ordered that the withdrawal commence at once. As might be expected, the level of tension at brigade, divisional, and corps headquarters was extremely high. Although Plumer’s decision was sensible, some of the leading British staff officers had serious reservations about falling back. Lieutenant Colonel Loch, for one, told his wife:

Tonight is a very anxious one as we are retiring so as to make the Ypres Salient less pronounced. It will be claimed as a victory by the Germans even if carried out without disaster, which in fact it is.… We are now retiring to a shorter line still in front of Ypres, but some four thousand yards closer to it. It is a defeat and I hate it especially as I am not sure that our new position is going to be any easier to hold than our old one—again it is a very ticklish thing to get away from an enemy only a few yards from you without his knowing—any stampede would be disastrous and must be avoided but nobody knows what may happen at night.45

Conditions for the retirement seemed ideal. The moon was clear and the fire ranging in Ypres, under almost continual bombardment, was so intense that it illuminated the whole area. During the night a rising mist hampered movement and communication but otherwise everything went according to plan. While trench stores and equipment were removed and transported rearward, all reserve formations were withdrawn to new positions. All that remained was to evacuate the three divisions—4th, 27th, and 28th—posted at the apex of the salient to a makeshift line that was generously described as “habitable,” but, with its shallow trenches protected by a few strands of wire, in reality, was far from suitable for defense.46 Thus far the Germans remained unaware of what was happening but, with the frontline troops set to pull out on the evening of 3 May, the most dangerous part of the operation lay ahead.

The German High Command was evidently disconcerted by the lack of success of its second gas attack in two days. The evidence collected from its local commanders indicated the following: that the British were ready and in possession of better gas protection than on the 22 April; that the British line appeared (erroneously) to be strongly fortified and protected by deep entanglements; and that the concentration of gas had not been strong enough to overwhelm the defenders.47 Another attack was planned for next day, to be preceded by a lengthy artillery barrage.

Of all the ghastly ordeals endured by frontline troops in the Great War, none was more terrifying than the thunderous artillery barrage, liable to strike without warning. Artillery shells dropping in rapid succession created a deafening noise that caused the earth to shake, sent fragments flying in all directions, and could blow victims to pieces, bury them alive, or maim them horribly. Even stouthearted men cringed and prayed. Victor Packard, an infantryman with the 1st Royal Fusiliers, recorded what the experience was like:

It was incredible. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen snow falling in the sunlight, thousands of little black spots coming down when you looked up, you could actually see them coming. The whole earth erupting all around you, you’re getting half buried with sandbags and dust, and every now and then you would feel yourself to see if you were alright, and then after some time, this used to last six, eight or ten minutes, it would suddenly stop, like that, and you found you couldn’t hear, you couldn’t see, well you could see but only just, everything was a thick fog of smoke and acid stinking smell of shells.… Then you would have to go on and find who was dead and who was wounded and clear up and sort everything out.48

With soldiers exposed to prolonged bombardment, or close to detonation, some succumbed to debilitating shell shock, a disorder not properly understood at the time and more often than not dismissed by the higher brass as rank cowardice. Without receiving any physical wounds, men afflicted by such a condition were reduced to shaking uncontrollably, suddenly breaking out sobbing, or staring blankly into the distance as if in a trance. It was not unusual for some victims to be court-martialed or even shot.

The sight of shell-shocked soldiers was naturally disturbing to witnesses. Corporal Henry, serving with the 119th Machine-Gun Company, has left this account:

It was while I was in the field hospital that I saw the first case of shell shock. The enemy opened fire about dinner time, as usual with his big guns. As soon as the first shell came over, the shell-shock case nearly went mad. He screamed and raved, and it took eight men to hold him down on the stretcher. With every shell he would go into a fit of screaming and fight to get away. It is heartbreaking to watch a shell-shock case. The terror is indescribable. The flesh on their faces shakes in fear, and their teeth continually chatter.49

Private Heare, who was acting as an orderly in the 2nd Monmouthshire Regiment, described a more prevalent type of horror that survivors in the front line witnessed on a daily basis—men mutilated or dying in excruciating pain from the shelling:

Going up to the battalion one night [I] saw the worst sight of the war. A man of my regiment crying, “Shoot me.” When I looked he had his two legs and right hand blown off. He said, “Shoot me out of it.” “Shoot me, you coward,” he said. My God, I ran from him to the battalion, I told RSM Noble about him and asked for stretcher-bearers, but at present they were all away, worked to death. Going back the same way the man was still alive, when I got near him he said, “I know what I got, shoot me out of the way.” Once daylight comes he is here for a day for sure. He cries, “Shoot me,” and swears at me, at last I got behind him but my courage fails me, but I look at him again—he is dead.50

It would have reduced casualties if the British trenches at Ypres had provided better protection. German defenses here were considerably superior to those of the British. With characteristic thoroughness, they dug an elaborate system of trenches, protected by thick belts of wire entanglements with reinforced inner walls, parapets and parados constructed from ample sandbags, and large dugouts, so that platoons and even companies could find shelter from the heaviest bombardment. Moreover, they had the benefit of higher ground, which meant that their trenches were free of water and could be dug deep enough for a man to stand up straight without being seen by their enemy. The Germans’ vantage point allowed them to view activity below, especially when the British formed up for an attack during daylight hours and, when it got under way, forced them to fight uphill.

On the other hand the British front was in a low-lying area and, as the water table was close to the surface, the trenches were rarely more than three feet deep and often wet and muddy. To combat these harsh conditions wooden walkways called duckboards were laid at the bottom of the trenches. But during heavy rainfall the trenches would become a sea of mud, its walls would sometimes crumble, and the water would rise above the floorboards, sometimes to a depth of several feet. To make matters worse the parapet could not always be built up owing to the dearth of sandbags, so that the men could only move about in crouched positions.

The Germans had plenty of guns of all calibers and as much ammunition as these required. Their bombardment, moreover, was uncannily accurate, thanks to their domination of the sky. Aircraft, engaged in daily reconnaissance undisturbed, transmitted information pinpointing British targets. This infuriated British infantrymen, who questioned why their own airplanes were rarely seen in the skies. But they could do nothing except grumble. J. W. F. Wyld wrote to Edmonds in 1926, revealing his exasperation at the time:

During my service with the 1st Hampshires … one of the strongest impressions I retained was that of control of the air … by the Germans.… During the period 26th April–3rd May when we were the right battalion of the 11th Brigade, near Berlin Wood … it was a rare sight to see a British aeroplane at all. There were generally at least three or four enemy machines (often flying low) to be seen at any hour of the day, whereas literally hours would pass without our seeing one of our own. Hence the painfully accurate work of the German guns.51

Lieutenant Colonel Loch was similarly peeved and in a letter to his wife alluded to another effective type of airship the Germans employed for reconnaissance purposes: “The Germans use captive balloons very largely for observation and so do the French—but we poor saw balloons as too expensive in peace so we have none.… They are a curse because if one gets behind a ridge these beastly things are always looking at us.”52

British soldiers had nicknames for the various shells lobbed by the Germans. Heavy explosives, with a loud preceding whistle, were dubbed “Jack Johnsons” after the American heavyweight boxing champion. Another heavy explosive shell was the Black Mariah, so called because it produced thick black smoke on impact. Lighter shells were called “Whizz Bangs,” and posed no less of a threat as the whistle of their arrival almost coincided with the sound of their explosion.

At dawn on 3 May the Germans renewed their shelling on and behind the British line. The artillery duel between the opposing combatants was uneven to say the least. Throughout most of the day enemy shelling was incessant and so intense that in some sections of the line runners were unable to get through when communication lines with brigade headquarters were cut. “More shells have been put into this area in under twelve hours than we put into Ladysmith during the whole siege,” Loch complained to his wife.53 It was bad enough that the British possessed far fewer guns than the Germans, but most of their heavy artillery had been removed to the west side of the canal and were too far away to provide assistance to the weary troops at the apex. The remaining guns in the salient did try to respond when the fighting broke out, but some were old and broke down through extended use, while others were silenced by German counterbatteries.

The inability of British guns to provide effective cover naturally was another source of irritation for the soldiers in the firing line. “Any moment our men hoped to hear our artillery open, but hoped in vain,” wrote the historian of the Buffs.54 Captain Colyer had more to say on the subject: “The sickening part about all this hostile shellfire is that we seem to have practically no reply to it. Occasionally we send over little bursts of shellfire, the effect being much the same as that of a little puppy dog barking at a lion. We don’t seem to have any high explosive at all.”55

The consequences of the British Army’s gross disadvantage in guns and munitions cannot be fully appreciated unless one bears in mind that about two-thirds of its soldiers killed or wounded on the western front were victims of the enemy’s indirect artillery fire. The responsibility for the shortage of Britain’s armament output lay with the politicians and the public, which opposed allocating sufficient funds to create a well-equipped army necessary to fight a Continental war, despite ample signs that such a conflict was probably coming. When war did break out, none of the field commanders on either side expected it to be of long duration. Nor did any of them anticipate that the war of movement would ultimately give way to static trench warfare and lead to a gargantuan demand for shells. An indispensable feature in the fighting was the protracted artillery barrage, which was designed to flatten trenches, cut up wire, and inflict casualties on opposing troops or leave them cowering on the ground in shock. All the armies experienced shell shortages during the winter of 1914–1915. For the French and Germans it was only a temporary condition. They had been preparing for war for years prior to 1914 and, with vast conscripted armies on hand, possessed the facilities to cope with their expanded needs. Britain was not as fortunate. Its prewar armament industry was small, seen as adequate for the size of its army, which was used mainly as a police force in the empire. After trench warfare set in, the output by the nation’s armament factories increased but fell far short of meeting the desperate demands of its rapidly growing army. Understandably the munitions requirements of the British Army could not be met overnight. New factories had to be built and old ones expanded, raw materials acquired, machines ordered and installed, and additional workers trained.

Further delays occurred when the army switched to a different type of shell from that with which most of its field batteries were equipped in 1914. Shrapnel, with its fragments exploding in a forward projection, had proven deadly in the open field but it was practically useless in demolishing fortifications. The British High Command was slow to recognize that heavy explosive shells were much more effective in blasting the enemy’s lines—unlike its Continental counterparts, which had appreciated their value before the war. High explosive shells were more complicated to produce than shrapnel, not least since they required additional chemicals as well as different machines and expertise.

The pursuit of steps to increase shell production was also inhibited early on by trade unions, which refused to waive restrictive practices gained after years of hard bargaining. The application of strict trade union rules meant that limits were placed on the amount of work produced, and that unskilled and semiskilled laborers were prohibited from engaging in work reserved for skilled men. Trade unions also refused to suspend the demarcation rules forbidding union men from working with nonunion hands. The shortage of labor meant that only about one-fifth of the existing machinery in the armament factories was used during the night shift.56 Eventually the government would pressure trade unions into making substantial concessions, but not soon enough for the men fighting and dying at Ypres and elsewhere on the western front for lack of artillery support.

Given the lack of guns and shells, British commanders were forced to rely, to a disproportionate extent, on rifles and their limited supply of machine guns to blunt German attacks that were backed by massive artillery bombardment. For the British soldiers at Ypres, as was the case in other parts of the line, that scenario would be repeated over and over again.

Back at V Corps headquarters, Plumer passed the order at 11:45 a.m. on 3 May that the final withdrawal of the forward positions would take place that evening, providing no heavy fighting broke out. There was no sure way to determine whether the enemy would be quiescent by nightfall, but the early signs were not encouraging. At the time shelling was reaching a crescendo, and there was evidence that the enemy was bringing men forward, presumably to strike at some point in the British line.

It turned out that the enemy was concentrating its efforts on the sector at the junction of the 85th and 11th Brigades. Holding the targeted area, where heavy enemy shelling had been nonstop since early morning, were the 2nd Buffs located in Berlin Wood followed on their left by the 1st Hampshires and the 1st Rifle Brigade. As the enemy buildup was taking place, the British troops in the front line expected their artillery to commence firing. But alas, the response was negligible. “If only our guns could have got on to the wood,” the Buffs’ regimental history ran, “the enemy must have suffered heavily.”57 Around 3 p.m. the British were relieved when the shelling practically ceased and the expected attack got under way. Quite apart from improving their morale, it gave them an opportunity to fight the hated enemy on more even terms.

The German attack developed principally against the Buffs and the Rifle Brigade. In the sector of the Buffs the Germans tried to roll up their flank from the left. In so doing they passed near the front of the Hampshires, who joined the action and assisted the Buffs in beating off the attack. While the Germans regrouped and prepared for another assault, their artillery once again bombarded the Buffs, if possible more furiously than before, and barely left a tree standing on their side of Berlin Wood. The Buffs had sustained heavy losses from the day’s lengthy artillery bombardment and in repulsing the German assault, so that their numbers were reduced to a dangerous level. On the enemy’s second attempt, the Buffs were driven back to the support trenches behind the wood, where they continued to maintain a defense.

After gaining possession of the wood by the end of the afternoon, the Germans turned their attention to the Hampshires, announcing their intent by unleashing a terrific, if somewhat ineffectual, bombardment.58 The battalion commander, Lt. Col. F. R. Hicks, had reason to believe that the German attack would be preceded by the release of gas. Some of his men had reported seeing the Germans set up gas apparatus. Fortunately the deadly fumes never appeared, perhaps because the wind was blowing the wrong way. When the infantry attack finally occurred, it turned out to be feeble in the extreme. The Hampshires met it with withering rifle and machine-gun fire, inflicting enormous casualties and hurling it back. The trouncing was so decisive, the Germans abandoned further efforts against the Hampshires.59

The 1st Rifle Brigade was less fortunate and its suffering was more in line with that of the Buffs. Here the ground was marshy and it was impossible to dig trenches that offered any kind of protection. The bombardment was so violent, it destroyed trenches and inhibited movement, and the only way to keep in touch with different sections of the unit, or with the other battalions, was to pass messages from hand to hand along the trench. The toll among the defenders grew, and they were eventually reduced to one man for every twelve yards of trench, but still they hung on. To plug up any holes that might develop, reinforcements were rushed through the shelled zone—half the 1st York and Lancaster and half the 5th King’s Own, followed by others later—but, as it turned out, these were not needed. The men of the Rifle Brigade expected a mass enemy attack at some point against their flimsy line but, to their relief, it never came. A member of the battalion wrote: “We waited … from 11 a.m. till 8 p.m. and they never attacked. I think a good many people prayed pretty hard that day.”60

The German attacks on 3 May did not have sufficient weight behind them to threaten the front of either the 85th or 11th Brigades. The fighting was still going on, though dying down gradually, when Plumer made the decision to proceed with the retirement. Uncertain as to whether a covering force should be left behind, Plumer had consulted with his divisional commanders by telephone. Snow has left a brief account of the results: “The 28th and Canadian Commanders voted for a sudden withdrawal, leaving no rear guards behind. I voted that we should leave rear guards to dispute every inch of ground between the old and the new line. Their vote gained Sir Herbert Plumer’s approval. Rear guards might have been a difficulty in the 28th and Canadian areas as the ground was so open but in my area we should have made the Germans pay heavily for every inch of ground gained.”61

According to the plan, the maneuver was set to begin at 8:30 p. m. with the withdrawal of the rest of the artillery. This was to be followed by the removal of the two support companies of each battalion at 9 p.m. Half of the frontline companies were to leave next at 10:30 p.m. and halt midway to await the remaining infantry units. The last troops would start to move out at midnight, “adopting the same method of dividing and leaving smaller and smaller bodies till the last files of the rear parties were free to follow.”62 As the central division, the 28th was charged with coordinating the movement of the troops at each step.

Thus the retirement was to be completed with no covering parties left behind to contest the enemy’s advance at daybreak, when the withdrawal was discovered. Surplus equipment, ammunition, and guns that could not be carried were destroyed or buried. All the dead were to be interred and the wounded, in most cases, were to be evacuated. Those too badly injured to be moved were left in the care of the Royal Army Medical Corps personnel and all fell into the hands of the Germans when they occupied the trenches on 4 May.

Passing from one phase of the withdrawal to the next, all went well. The last to pull out were small parties from each battalion who had been left behind to give the impression of normal trench activity. Since the opposing trenches in places were less than fifty yards apart, it is incredible that the operation was successfully completed without the enemy’s knowledge or interference. Moreover, not a single casualty had been incurred, although one soldier had a narrow escape. Apparently he had fallen asleep in a frontline trench and, when he woke up, found that his comrades had already left. Thankful that the Germans were nowhere in sight, he was able to scramble back and rejoin his unit. No one could doubt that extreme good fortune had attended the retirement. All the divisional and corps staffs, especially those involved in the planning phase, breathed a huge sigh of relief. Loch conveyed the happy news to his wife: “The movement is completed absolutely undisturbed—everything has worked perfectly except that I have heard that they were unable to bring in fifty men who were wounded today.”63 He continued: “That makes one miserable—I think it is the worst thing almost that could happen—however, one has to be thankful that it was no worse.”64

No less elated were the men in the field. A case in point was Capt. G. A. Prideaux (1st Somerset Light Infantry), who could scarcely believe that he and his mates had escaped unscathed: “The Germans were sending up flares all the time and firing their howitzers and field guns at intervals. When we first got onto the road we were only about seven hundred yards away from the German positions and we thought that they must hear us, but bar putting two ‘Little Willies’ at us on the road when we were trying to climb over two big trees that had fallen across the road, they never put a shell near us.”65

Although the men were in good spirits, they were in a sorry condition when they came out of the line. It had rained hard during the night and the march back, on top of sleep deprivation and the ordeal of fighting and enduring the enemy’s relentless bombardment for days, had left them wet, haggard, and so weary that they could barely lift their feet. The trial had been acute and frequently recorded in the men’s diaries or letters home. A member of the 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers had this to say: “We must have been pitiful objects, spitting, coughing, and dripping wet: our faces blue with cold and the results of the gas; our clothes in a filthy condition; nearly everyone being helped along, and all shambling like old men, but still trying hard to hold our heads up, having faced the worst invention of German warfare and conquered it.”66

L. Cpl. J. Dorgan, whose battalion (Northumberland Fusiliers, 50th Division), was among the first to be pulled back during the second phase, had been hit hard. He was like his mates exhausted, dirty, unshaven, with little sleep or food to eat during the last half-dozen days of grim fighting. The shock in his abrupt change of life since his arrival a week earlier is underlined in a letter he sent home:

It was exactly a week after we’d landed in France—just one week to the day—and the next afternoon when we were assembled as a battalion after all that hectic week in Flanders, we found ourselves with four hundred and odd men out of nearly twelve hundred men who had landed in France. It was terrible, terrible. Most of my pals were gone, either killed or wounded, and I don’t remember whether it was the adjutant or colonel who sent for me and he says, “You are now a corporal.” By then practically all the officers and NCOS were wiped out. And it was just one week since we’d come off the boat. All gone.67

The successful withdrawal of the British during the night of 3rd–4th formally marked the conclusion of the Battle of St. Julien. The date was arbitrarily set after the war by the British Battle Nomenclature but a more appropriate end, in my opinion, would have been 30 April when the fighting had died down. The new line ran from Turco Farm curved around Frezenberg and continued in a southerly direction passing in front of Hooge and along the eastern fringes of Sanctuary Wood before joining the old front near Hill 60. This line was about three miles shorter than the old one and so, with fewer troops needed to hold it, some of the battalions, which had been sorely tried, were given a chance to rest.

Prepared in haste, the British trenches were shallow and offered insufficient protection. Plumer wanted the forward position improved and also ordered the construction of a second line with a row of strongpoints. An alarm system was put in place to warn the men of a gas attack. It was generally assumed that the Germans would follow up their success with more punishing blows to drive the British farther back. Confidence among the British troops remained unshaken. Few suspected, however, how perilously close to defeat they would come during the next stage of the operation.


4. Interlude, 4–7 May

THE GERMANS HAD NOT SUSPECTED for a moment that the British would disengage during a brief lull and risk a full-scale debacle. Indeed on the morning of 4 May the Germans renewed their bombardment for several hours before they realized that the old British front line was no longer occupied. Having advanced cautiously toward the abandoned trenches, a German cavalry officer gave his impression of the scene: “The whole countryside is yellow … the battlefield is fearful. A curious sour, heavy, penetrating smell of dead bodies strikes one.… Bodies of cows and pigs lie, half decayed; splintered trees, the stumps of avenues; shell crater after shell crater on the roads and in the fields.”1

After a brief pause at the deserted trenches, the Germans continued to press forward slowly and guardedly, for they were unaware of the exact location of the new British line. As they approached Frezenberg they were met by British rifle fire, which they mistakenly assumed was a rear guard. Their assault to brush aside the defenders was stopped abruptly. It was then that they realized they had run up against the enemy’s forward defensive line and that its capture could not be achieved without a thorough preliminary bombardment.2

The Germans had already brought up their artillery to cover their infantry’s advance. Thus on the afternoon of 4 May they opened up with every available gun, pouring shells on the new line around the contracted salient. The rising number of casualties caused by the relentless shelling worried the leaders of the affected divisions. Loch was so concerned that he doubted the British could maintain their new position for long: “To me it seems very doubtful whether we can hold our present line for much more than a week if the present amount of shellfire continues—during the fight last week three battalions of the 85th Brigade lost 50 percent, which is high.”3
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13. The British Line: 4–7 May 1915

That day, German artillery rained shells on the exposed position of the 28th Division on Frezenberg Ridge. A soldier on the spot recorded the following: “They put all the shells you could think of, from the Whizz-Bang to the Jack Johnson. We had a lot of men buried in the trench and had to dig another one behind because we could not get the fellows out.”4 The bombardment continued until nightfall without much interference from the British guns. The British had moved 4.7-inch guns from the west bank to near Potijze, about four thousand yards behind the new front, to compensate for their short range. Worn out through extended use, they were unreliable, often firing erratically or short of their target, not to mention that they were badly overmatched. In short they did not provide much support to the British troops huddled in their poorly constructed trenches and suffering severely from the effects of enemy shelling.

Another area that endured heavy bombardment was on the right of the 12th Brigade (4th Division), where the 5th South Lancashires defended Shell Trap Farm, an important strongpoint. Animated by the British withdrawal to a new line farther back, the Germans mounted four infantry attacks and, while they were slowed down by the Lancashires’ bombing parties and accurate rifle fire, managed to work their way to within four hundred yards of the farm. Still the Lancashires were able to hold their ground, as well as maintain contact with the 1st Welsh on their right and the 1st King’s Own Royal Regiment on their left. But the shelling and fighting had caused such severe casualties among the Lancashires that they were relieved by the 2nd Monmouthshires on the night of 4–5 May.

No sooner did the Monmouths move into the line, than they were subjected to a volley of gas shells.5 “Gas shells came over, we thought they were duds they burst so quiet, we are all coughing and swearing,” a member of the unit later recalled. The Monmouths had been issued flannelette face masks to wrap around their nose and mouth with instructions to keep them thoroughly moist at all times. It was a rudimentary form of protection and, if the gas cloud happened to be concentrated, it was ineffective. The same unidentified soldier observed that “our bit of flannelette was useless,” and that the gas “burns the eyes, the throat, and terrible on the chest.” He went on to say, “Black has made a drink of tea, very sweet, we gulped it down, and both of us vomited all green, no doubt saved us.”6

The gas caught the men off guard and had fatal consequences for many on the front line. Sgt. C. Love gives us a glimpse of what happened: “I saw the first green cloud of poison gas come over our frontline troops, and in a short time we felt the effects of it. But the worst of the poison had gone to the ground before it reached our trench. Even so we had to protect our mouths and breathing with [flannelette] belts that we carried with us. Unfortunately the men in the front line had no time to consider what to do before the poison gas had done its deadly work. Many fell … and these I witnessed left this world in agony.”7 The Monmouths, in their distressed state, expected the Germans to follow up with an infantry attack. One can only speculate why they failed to do so and squandered the tactical advantage the use of gas had given them. Possibly they were uncertain of the extent of the damage the gas had caused.

Starting at dawn on the 5th the Germans continued to lay the groundwork for an apparent infantry assault on the front of 28th Division. Throughout the rest of the morning and in the afternoon between 2 and 5 p.m., the Germans poured shells on the line, which, situated on the forward slopes, made an enticing target. The 2nd East Yorkshires, south of Frezenberg, were hit especially hard as the Germans methodically shelled their front, sweeping backward and forward. During the afternoon the Germans also fired gas shells before launching an infantry attack.8 With their trenches collapsing and casualties mounting rapidly, the East Yorks requested help. In response C Company of the 3rd Monmouthshires under Capt. O. W. D. Steele, held in reserve in the GHQ Line, was ordered to move forward. “Our boys had to go up in daylight, right in the open, so you can tell they lost a lot,” read Private Badham’s account. “The shells were dropping among us like hailstones, and they had their maxim guns on us, but they did not stop the gallant 3rd Mons.”9 As bad as it was for Steele and his men it was even worse for the East Yorks as the enemy approached dangerously close to what remained of their trenches. The plight of the East Yorks forced Steele to adopt a risky maneuver in broad daylight. He divided his force, sending Capt. B. M. P. Gorman with half along the Ypres-Roulers railway line to bring direct help to the right flank of the East Yorks, while taking the other half to reinforce the left side. Gorman reached the front without serious mishap. Heavy enemy shelling and machine-gun fire limited his reconnaissance of the trench line to about eighty yards, but in that stretch he found that the entire garrison had been killed and nearly all the trenches leveled.10 On the way back to join his half company, he was caught by machine-gun fire and hit in at least eight places. Unable to be moved, but sufficiently alert to realize that he and his men were sitting ducks, he ordered a withdrawal behind the crest of the ridge.11
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1. Aerial photograph of Ypres in April 1915. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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2. Cloth Hall before the war. Constructed in the thirteenth century, it recalled the splendor and importance of Ypres during that era. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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3. The destruction of Cloth Hall after German artillery fire had leveled Ypres. It would be rebuilt between 1933 and 1937, designed to look as closely as possible to the original structure. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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4. A street in Ypres where the house were demolished by nonstop German shelling. What remained of Cloth Hall can be seen in the background. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum
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5. An idea of what the men of the Second British Army faced at Ypres in April and May can be gleaned from the gas cloud at the Battle of the Somme in 1916. As far as is known, not a single photograph of the gas attack at Ypres exists. CWM 19700140–077 George Metcalf Archival Collection © Canadian War Museum
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6. The British soldier lying on the right of dead German soldiers was the victim of poison gas. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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7. A view from Hill 60 to Ypres. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum

[image: Image]

8. The drawing by Fortunino Matania depicts the gas attack against the Dorsetshires and Devonshires on Hill 60 in the Ypres salent on 1 May 1915. As the gas vapor rolled over the parapet, it was so thick that objects a yard away were barely recognizable. Author’s collection
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9. A crater on Hill 60 produced by an underground explosion on 17 April 1915, which killed or incapacitated the German defenders. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum
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10. 2nd Lt. Benjamin Handley Geary, whose battalion was attached to the East Surrey Regiment, is carried away by German prisoners after sustaining a serious wound on Hill 60. On the previous day, Geary and his platoon reinforced a position in a crater at the top of the hill and withstood relentless bombardment and repeated attacks. For conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty he received the Victoria Cross from King George on 9 December 1915. Courtesy of the Brotherton Library
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11. Benjamin Handley Geary survived the war and went on to become chaplain to the British Forces but resigned before emigrating to Canada, where he became sergeant-at-arms in the Canadian legislature. He joined the Canadian Army in 1939 and rose to the rank of major. He died on 26 May 1976, at the age of eighty-four, and was buried at St. Mark’s Church Cemetery in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum
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12. The desolate landscape on Hill 60 in the aftermath of the fighting in 1915. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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13. A dugout in the Ypres salient, May 1915. The soldier is holding the first issue of a respirator. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum
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14. Men of the 2nd Battalion, Suffolk Regiment, digging a communication trench from 8th Brigade headquarters to the front. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum
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15. A group of Germans from the same unit posing for the camera near Hill 60. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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16. British soldiers chatting during a lull in the fighting. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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17. A soldier peers through a periscope to inspect the ground ahead, as a precaution against enemy snipers. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum

[image: Image]

18. A close-up of a section of Gravenstafel Ridge. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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19. A British trench near Frezenberg. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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20. Ruins of a mill at Frezenberg. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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21. A scene on the outskirts of Hooge. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum

[image: Image]

22. A stretch showing the devastation between Bellewaarde Ridge and Hooge. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum
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23. Hill 62 in Sanctuary Wood. Courtesy of In Flanders Fields Museum

Steele for his part reached the front line after dodging heavy enemy shelling and sustaining a number of casualties. A member of the party noted in his diary: “When we got to the trench it was agony to hear the wounded crying out and we had to get into the [trench] knee deep in water and we were in an awful mess.”12 It quickly became apparent to Steele that the East York position, even with reinforcements, could not be held much longer. A doctor in private life, Steele tended to the wounded, but there was little he could do about providing them with decent cover. Steele then went in search of Gorman and found him at the railroad cutting, whereupon he changed his dressing and tried to make him as comfortable as conditions would allow. However, as with the rest of the wounded, the enemy’s nonstop shelling precluded evacuating Gorman to a dressing station.

Steele won the profound admiration of his men for his conduct and leadership that day. In a letter home, Pvt. A. M. Mitchell wrote, “Words utterly fail me to say what a hero Capt. O. W. D. Steele was during that fearful struggle. From every person I meet they tell me the same tale. Under very heavy shell and maxim fire he went out and fetched in wounded, bandaging them, and if he doesn’t deserve the VC no man on earth ought to get it. He was a hero in every sense of the word and his men absolutely worship him and I believe would go through hell with him—for such it was that day.”13 There are times when courage on the battlefield goes unnoticed or unreported, but in this instance the High Command was informed of Steele’s gallantry during the battle and, while it did not consider that a Victoria Cross was merited, awarded him the Military Cross.

Since much of the front line had been obliterated and could not be defended, Steele and his men dug in slightly to the rear and, from there, tried to fill the gaps as best they could. During the course of the day the enemy’s assaults were thrown back and, as the fighting died down, small parties of Monmouths inched forward and occupied positions near where the original line had been. At the end of the day the area was sufficiently quiet to permit the Monmouths to send a platoon of A Company to reinforce the hard-pressed 5th King’s Own.

The fire trench of the 5th King’s Own, situated on the left on a forward slope, was another place that had drawn the attention of the Germans. Hammered by heavy guns and mortars and with accompanying enemy assaults, the dwindling defenders were in danger of being overwhelmed when the Monmouths were called upon to lend support. As there was no communication trench, advancing across open ground in broad daylight for the men in A Company was bound to be costly. Sergeant Davies has left an account of what followed: “We set out … under Capt. R. A. Lewis, but the trenches were in such a bad position that we had to go over a ridge to get to them in full view of the German lines, so you can just guess they let our boys have it hot. Nearly half the platoon was cut down, including Captain Lewis, and it was a forlorn hope, so the order was given to retire.”14

Forced back, the survivors of A Company took cover in shallow trenches, where they were subjected to a merciless bombardment throughout the day. Private Barry would later write, “Talk about hell let loose—it was worse than that … and for the whole day we were lying on our face and hands in the bottom of the trenches not daring to move.”15 At dusk the platoon advanced forward again and this time succeeded in occupying the frontline trenches. These were not as well fortified as the men had expected. Sergeant Davies expressed his concern: “Well, we managed to get in the trenches all right, and beautiful trenches they were—about three feet deep and over the tops of our boots in water, and no room to turn. They were the worst trenches we had been in, and were regular death traps.”16 In the evening the rest of A Company of Monmouths, assisted by D Company, in reserve in the GHQ Line, moved up to bolster the King’s Own defensive line. Here and at every other point along the front of the 83rd Brigade, the Germans were hurled back with heavy losses.

From west of Shell Trap Farm to the junction of the French Army at Turco Farm, shelling was light, as was the opposite or southern side of the salient, except on a stretch of ground occupied by the 2nd Gloucestershires in Sanctuary Wood. The Gloucesters waited for an attack that never came. They would have welcomed a crack at the enemy instead of being subjected to relentless pounding during which they sustained many casualties, including some men who were buried alive, and one of their machine guns was destroyed as was their dressing station.
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14. The Fall of Hill 60: 5 May 1915

The one area where German pressure bore fruit was at Hill 60, which was defended mostly by formations belonging to the 15th Brigade (5th Division). Holding the front line on 5 May were the 1st Norfolk on the right, followed by the 2nd Duke of Wellington’s (13th Brigade), and 1st Bedfordshire with the 1st Dorsetshire in reserve in dugouts in Larch Wood near the Ypres-Comines railway and the 1st Cheshire and the 6th King’s (Liverpool) Battalion, in the same role, in dugouts south of Zillebeke Lake. Interrupting the heavy shelling, the Germans released gas at 8:45 a.m. against the crest of the hill manned by the 2nd Duke of Wellington’s. The Dukes were dog-tired after staying up all night countering fire from German trenches, just a hundred yards away, and, except for the guards, were still asleep. One of the sentries spotted the approaching gas and sounded the alarm. The High Command had devised a system to combat a gas attack, though it does not appear to have been tested. Standing orders mandated that the men in the front line move to the flanks to evade the section of the trench affected and allow the supports to charge through the gas as it dissipated and fall on the advancing enemy infantry.

Unfortunately the gas drifted along the length, rather than across, the trenches, which rendered the prescribed procedure inoperable. The men had been issued improvised respirators consisting of flannel and gauze with instructions to wet them periodically in case of a gas attack. But the gas hung about the trenches and its concentration was so thick that these proved to be worthless. The upshot was that some men ran back to the rear, but those who remained at their posts were overcome and most died on the spot. The spectacle of dying men with their ashen purple faces twisted and distorted by pain, struggling to suck up air into their bursting lungs, coughing uncontrollably, and trying to vomit, left an indelible mark on onlookers. Lt. C. W. G. Ince, the adjutant, made the following entry in his diary that evening: “The writer will never forget the sight of men writhing in agony and slowly dying from the asphyxiating effects of the chlorine, nor of the feeling of helplessness at being unable to do anything for them.”17 The Germans walked deliberately behind the gas cloud and, after overpowering the remaining handful of half-asphyxiated defenders, took possession of the front line, except for a few areas on the lower slopes of the hill.

In reserve shelters some 400 yards behind Hill 60, at 9 a.m., the Dorsets were about to have breakfast when battalion headquarters received a message of “gas coming over” from the front line. Minutes later a considerable number of Dukes were observed running back along the railway track. The Dorsets acted immediately, without waiting for instructions. A company was rushed along the railway cutting to support the right of the Wellingtons, with the rest following ten minutes later. In the communication trench leading up to the hill, the Dorsets encountered more groups of fleeing Wellingtons, some gassed badly, others relatively unaffected. The scene created a bad impression on Sgt. Ernest Shephard (1st Dorsets). In his diary, he harshly condemned the Dukes for what he considered was their lack of courage: “We got along to trench 39 (support trench) and saw that the Wellingtons had left the hill to a man, also 38 trench. Trench 38 they had no possible excuse for leaving as hardly any gas came over there, and had they hung on there (also the hill) for a few minutes, Hill 60 would never have been lost.”18 The details of what happened on the hill are murky, but Shephard’s criticism seems a bit harsh.19 The battalion had suffered heavy casualties. Some had taken to their heels but most had stayed and fought to the bitter end. Of the 500 men that manned the trenches at the start of the engagement, no more than 150 were left standing at the end of the day.

The Dorsets engaged in furious fighting that “ebbed and flowed all day.” As described by Sergeant Shephard, the Dorsets had the better of the early action:

When we arrived the Germans were in trench 38, jumping onto Hill 60 and running along 39 to drive us out. We slung up a barricade nearly at left end of 39 where Germans were running toward us, and picked them off nicely there, some we bayoneted. This held the left of 39. Next we lined a communication trench at right end of 39 and made things so hot for the enemy in 38 that they retired from that trench. A Company then ran around the extreme right of 39 leading to 38 and bayoneted all who were still there. This left the Germans in possession of Hill 60. Had we been strong enough in numbers and also had supports been with us, we should have charged the hill at this stage, but half our boys were in different stages towards dying and the Wellingtons, who we expected would at last rally and return to help us, did not return.20

In response to the Dorsets’ request for help, Brig. Gen. E. Northey, commander of the 15th Brigade, ordered the 6th King’s and the 1st Cheshire from the reserve to reinforce the front. It was bad enough that the Cheshires had spent practically the whole night digging ditches, but along their route of march they encountered heavy shelling and gas clouds that still hung about. Before the reserve units reached their destination, however, the Germans again released gas, this time against the 1st Bedfordshire, which had occupied the line on the left of the Duke of Wellington’s at the start of the day. The Germans drove through on the right of the Bedfords and so widened the gap caused by the retirement of the Dukes. The left was able to hold on and directed enough firepower to slow down the enemy’s efforts to work around the rear of the Dorsets. Fortunately at 12:30 p.m. the Cheshires and a company of 6th King’s arrived at the front and by forming a defensive flank facing east prevented the Germans from exploiting their early gains. Hard fighting followed with no quarters asked or given. As every length of trench was bitterly contested, there was hand-to-hand combat, attacks, and counterattacks. For the British the ordeal was exacerbated by their own artillery, whose shells fell short and inflicted more casualties.21 The telephone wires had been cut and, as there was no way to signal the gunners to stop firing, the men had to endure shelling from friend and foe alike. Nevertheless the mixed British force—Dorsets, Cheshires, Bedfords, King’s, and Dukes—fought on with undiminished resolve and during the afternoon gradually drove back the Germans. By the time the fighting slackened the British had regained the trenches the Dorsets had originally seized but subsequently been forced to relinquish. All the attacking units had suffered heavy casualties and they could do no more than consolidate their gains. If the High Command was determined to recapture the hill, more troops would have to be committed.

At 9 p.m. Brig. Gen. Robert Wanless O’Gowan, leading three battalions of the 13th Brigade (1st Queen’s Own Royal West Kent, 2nd King’s Own Scottish Borders, and 2nd King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry), appeared on the scene with orders to counterattack and drive the Germans off the mound. A plan was hastily drawn up. The KOSB with C and D Companies were to make a direct assault on the hill and retain A and B for support and consolidation, while the West Kents, on their left, attempted to capture the enemy’s trenches north of the mound.22 The attack, set for 10 p.m., was preceded by a twenty-minute bombardment, which did no real damage and only served to warn the enemy.23 Maj. C. V. Molony, a participant with the West Kents, wrote, “The enemy were apparently expecting this attack, for, as soon as our preparatory bombardment began, they rained high explosive and shrapnel, plastering all lines of approach.”24 There were plenty of other problems that made the chances of a successful attack remote: back from the fighting around the Ypres sector, the battalions were weary and below full establishment, the night was dark, there had been no time for reconnaissance, the objectives were not clearly defined, and the ground was badly broken up and littered with debris and dead bodies.

At the appointed hour the KOSB climbed over the parapet with orders to go half right. Immediately flares went up and the Germans unleashed a torrent of rifle and machine-gun fire, followed by renewed artillery shelling. Lt. A. Gregg of the 1st Cheshire witnessed the action from his vantage point. Here is an excerpt from his graphic account:

The poor Scots were simply blown back with lead. They started again and went half left. Their wounded were pouring into my trenches. The sounds were terrible, men shrieking, the fierce cackle of machine-gun fire, and the cruel shriek of the shrapnel. This was battle. When the next volley of star lights went up there were noticeably more bodies in no-man’s-land. Wounded and belated Jocks were still returning, some helping other wounded back or bringing back the body of some comrade. The shattered remains of a fine regiment all found their way back to my already overcrowded trench and its continuation to the right.25

C Company was practically destroyed by heavy fire before coming to grips with the enemy. Elements of D Company reached the top of the hill but exposure to bombs from close range and enfilading fire forced the survivors to fall back. Both companies eventually retired to trenches they had held prior to the attack.26 The KOSB had sustained 130 casualties and accomplished nothing.27

It was equally rough going for the West Kents. The attack never developed as it was planned. Some groups were driven back but others lost their direction in the confusion and darkness. Major Molony has provided a record of what happened to one of the units: “One platoon was directed along a road which, though plainly marked on the map, had been quite obliterated on the ground by heavy shellfire. Having nothing to guide it, the platoon got too far to its right and, when it reached trenches supposed to be held by the enemy, found them occupied by British troops.”28

The failure of the operations cannot be attributed to the two battalions who fought with incomparable gallantry and utmost determination. In reality the attack was doomed before it began. Sadly the High Command had not yet learned the lessons of the earlier defeats experienced by its imperial forces under similar circumstances. In the days immediately following the release of the gas on 22 April, Canadian and Indian troops suffered staggering losses in hasty and ill-prepared attacks against an entrenched enemy with vastly superior firepower. Thereafter it should have been apparent that only a carefully prepared plan carried out by sufficient troops (at least twice as many as were used in the attack) and backed by adequate artillery fire had a reasonable chance of success.

The morning of 6 May opened much the same way as on the previous days, with the Germans shelling all portions of the British line, in some places more than in others. Capt. John Hays-Young (1st A&SH) was one of many who witnessed a revolting scene that left him temporarily in a state of shock. He and his men were digging a trench behind the firing line when “one shell burst three yards from me, and cut a man clean in half who was standing next to me.”29 As usual the response of the British artillery was negligible. The Germans did not mount any serious infantry attacks but their guns kept firing throughout most of the day, causing casualties and psychological terror, as well as collapsing trenches and making others untenable.

Artillery was feared by all the men, but so too was gas (though the improvement in protection against it sharply diminished casualties after the end of May 1915). In the opening weeks of the battle those who inhaled a significant amount of the toxic fumes were apt to suffocate to death at the bottom of the trenches or left suffering in torment for days and weeks before succumbing to their injuries. Doctors had no idea how to treat gas injuries and could only wait helplessly on its victims. Men who witnessed their comrades collapse before them, or suffer advanced cases of gas poisoning, could never erase the memory from their mind. Pvt. W. Hay of the Royal Scots, who arrived in Ypres after the first gas attack on 22 April, was sickened at the sight of Canadians dead or dying in the courtyard of an advance dressing station (ADS). Years later he would recall: “I was only twenty, so it was quite traumatic and I’ve never forgotten nor ever will forget it.”30 Lt. Billy Congreve (Rifle Brigade) was another soldier who found himself in similar circumstances. He was in a clearing hospital a day after a group of Dorsets, severely disabled by gas during the struggle for Hill 60 on 1 May, had been brought in. He vividly described the scene in his diary: “Last night they turned on gas and fired gas shells against our men on Hill 60, and, I fear, killed many with the gas. I saw some of the men in Bailleul this morning. They looked very bad indeed, so bad that the doctors are hardly able to save a single case. Oxygen is but little use, and they just get more and more acute and die. Some turn quite purple—horrid to see. It was fearful seeing the rows and rows of stretchers in the yard, all gasping and in misery.”31

While artillery and gas posed an around-the-clock threat, snipers were deadly as well. Here the Germans had a clear advantage, partly because of their technical leadership in the optic industries, and partly because of the popularity of hunting game and the existence of shooting clubs, so that “there were already numbers of men trained in the arts of field shooting” when the war broke out.32 Located in concealed places, sometimes between the lines, German snipers operated during “quiet periods” when there were no offensives in progress. With telescopic sights on their rifles, they were adept at picking off careless occupants of the British trenches. Sgt. Henry Cook, an NCO in the 1st Somerset Light Infantry, wrote in his diary on 3 May 1915:

Late in the day the [Company Sgt. Maj.] Bill Pike came up to the trench and I was talking to him and a lance corporal. I warned him to stoop down as I was sure his cap was showing over the parapet. I was too late for there was the crack of a rifle and the lance corporal was dead at our feet with his brain scattered on the parados. There was a bullet graze on the side of the CSM’S cap. He moved in the nick of time on my warning. Snipers have taken their toll today. One could not show a finger above the trench without getting a bullet.33

Men serving at the front faced other enemies that were persistent, if not lethal. Poor hygiene, dirty clothes, and living in an unsterile environment produced an inevitable infestation of lice. It is estimated that 97 percent of men and officers fighting at the front were harassed by the vermin. Albert Marshall (1st Battalion, Essex Yeomanry), who was at Ypres and in many other battles, maintained that he had encountered nothing more troublesome than lice in the war: “If you asked me the worst thing about the war, I would say it was the lice. The shells didn’t bother me—the snipers didn’t worry me—the Germans didn’t worry me. The lice worried me.”34 These pesky creatures, about the size of a grain of rice, lodged in the seams of clothes, spread easily, and their bites caused unbearable itching. They reproduced with remarkable speed. Each female could lay as many as a dozen fresh eggs per day. Lice were commonly referred to as chats and, from this, “chatting” entered our social vocabulary. Lice carried an infectious disease called trench fever, the symptoms of which were severe pain, chills, and high fever. The disease did not kill but the recovery period took men away from the trenches for up to twelve weeks.

When time permitted, men made social events of delousing their uniforms, an activity accompanied by much ribald comment and black humor. One favorite method was to quickly run a lit candle along the seams of clothing, though the relief was only temporary. The problem would reassert itself sooner if some eggs remained undetected, as was often the case. Within two or three hours of the men putting on their clothes again, body heat would hatch them out. Another countermeasure, though the results were no better, was to use thumbnails to pluck off visible lice from clothing. Pvt. Henry Gregory, who served with the 119th Machine-Gun Company, was amazed at the lice-extermination spectacle when he reported to his unit for the first time:

We got a shock after tea; the “old sweats” in the hut had their shirts off. They were catching lice, and were all as lousy as cuckoos. We had never seen a louse before, but they were here in droves. The men were killing them between their nails. When they saw us looking at this performance with astonishment, one of them remarked, “You will soon be as lousy as we are, chum.” They spent the better part of an hour in killing lice and scratching themselves. We soon found out that this took the better part of an hour daily. Each day brought a new batch; as fast as you killed them, others took their place.

It could not have come as a surprise a day or two later when Gregory fell victim to the parasite. He vividly remembered the incident after the war: “I felt a tickling feeling round the collar of my tunic. I took off my tunic to investigate, and found many lice there. This was the beginning, and from that we were never free from them. The longer we were there the lousier we got, and it was almost a truism to say that we had only to lie down and the lice would carry us. They became a torment, that it was well-nigh torture.”35 Some men, in despair after they had tried all known remedies, broke down and cried. But everyone in the trenches had to live with and endure the affliction. Whenever they had an opportunity, they would readily go to a delousing station in the rear for a bath and a wash of clothes. Of course they realized that on returning to the trenches they would again be joined by their unwelcomed companions. That may explain why Albert Marshall, to use his own words, “only had two baths in three years.”36

More disgusting than lice were the hordes of rats drawn to the trenches by the large numbers of decaying corpses and discarded scraps of food. They were everywhere and, as there was plenty to eat, many grew to the size of cats. Rats devoured human flesh and two or three could always be seen gorging themselves on a dead body. One soldier wrote, “The rats were huge.… Two or three would always be found on a dead body. They usually went for the eyes first and then they burrowed their way right into the corpse.” Accustomed to the presence of humans, any fear of them quickly faded. In fact rats became so bold that they scampered across the bodies and faces of sleeping soldiers at night, chewed through their clothing to get at food in their pockets, and even attacked the wounded unable to defend themselves. Capt. Alexander Stewart made the following entry in his diary: “The dugouts in this part of the line were infested with rats. They would frequently walk over one when asleep. I was much troubled by them coming and licking the brilliantine off my hair; for this reason, I had to give up using grease on my head.” Robert Graves in his autobiography recounted another story about the rats: “When I stayed here with the Welsh, a new officer joined the company and, in a token of welcome, was given a dugout containing a spring bed. When he turned in that night he heard a scuffling, shone his torch on the bed, and found two rats on his blanket tussling for the possession of a severed hand.” Soldiers, distressed and nursing a profound loathing for rats, tried various ways to keep them at bay—employing cats and dogs, shooting them, bayoneting them, and clubbing them to death. However, it was an exercise in futility. A pair of rats could produce up to nine hundred offspring in a year, spreading infection and contaminating food. They were extremely hardy and resilient. “What happened to the rats under heavy shellfire is a mystery,” Pvt. George Coppard observed, “but their powers of survival kept pace with each new weapon, including poison gas.”37 Rats would remain a scourge for the duration of the war.

Posing a worry of a different kind was “trench foot,” an ailment that resembled frostbite though it was caused by standing in water for long periods rather than in freezing weather. The feet would swell, become numb, and the skin would turn red or blue. Interviewed after the war, Sgt. Harry Roberts (Lancashire Fusiliers) related his memories of trench foot: “If you never had trench feet described to you, I will tell you. Your feet swell to two or three times their normal size and go completely dead. You could stick a bayonet into them and not feel a thing.” If untreated, the condition could develop into gangrene, possibly leading to amputation of toes or even the entire foot. The passage of many decades had not dimmed ninety-two-year-old Arthur Savage’s recollection of the dreaded plague: “My memories are of sheer terror of seeing men sobbing because they had trench foot that had turned gangrenous. They knew they were going to lose a leg.” Sergeant Roberts added his own impression: “If you are fortunate not to lose your feet and the swelling begins to go down, it is then that the intolerable, indescribable agony begins. I have heard men cry and even scream with the pain and many had to have their feet and legs amputated.”38 A simple but successful method to avoid or lessen the severity of trench foot would be found late in 1915. Soldiers were told to change socks several times a day, keep their feet dry, and rub them with an ointment (made largely from whale oil).39 The preventative measures helped diminish the cases of this affliction.

The cause of much of the debilitating ailments affecting the troops can be traced to conditions in and around the trenches. Special areas were set up in medical facilities to care for sick soldiers, whether physical or psychological. Since doctors were unfamiliar with some of the medical conditions, they were not always able to lay down an approved line of treatment. In such circumstances they experimented with various remedies and occasionally their efforts paid off. For example in 1918 they discovered the link between lice and trench fever. But even when they were unable to determine cause and prevention method, their recommended approach to the problem did reduce suffering. Fortunately few cases resulted in fatalities.40

The same could not be said about the wounded in the front line.41 Their survival often depended on prompt medical attention, which was not always possible. Throughout major engagements, when casualties were overflowing, just removing them from the battlefield could take hours. The delay in administering rapid and effective treatment of the wounded was due to relentless enemy bombardment or, in some cases, to the unavailability of a medical crew, as befell the 1/2nd Monmouthshire Regiment after a violent enemy assault. Sgt. F. A. Brown explained what happened on that occasion: “Our wounded we used to get away to the rear as soon as darkness came on. In this particular instance we could not remove the wounded yet as we had not sufficient men to man the trenches and in the end they had to remain three days and nights. Poor fellows, this did not improve their chances of recovery.”42

Retrieving the wounded from the battlefield was the duty of stretcher-bearers, known informally as body snatchers. Each battalion had sixteen stretcher-bearers, though during heavy action it was customary to increase that number to as much as thirty-two, with such personnel as might be available. Trained in first aid, stretcher-bearers examined the fallen, dressed their wounds, offered words of encouragement, and, if necessary, issued morphine pills to ease the pain. It was generally only after dark that the wounded could be evacuated from the trenches, where some had been languishing near death, groaning for hours, sometimes longer, in their own blood and feces, waiting to be carried to treatment centers. For some help came too late. There were those who did not need or want to wait for assistance. If slightly wounded and able to walk, most found their way straight to medical facilities after putting on their own field dressing (they were sewn in each soldier’s tunic and could easily be ripped off) or getting them applied by a comrade. There were others bleeding badly or with broken limbs who stumbled and crawled to make it back on their own. Even in their state of suffering they realized that, with so few stretcher-bearers on hand, the longer they remained in the trenches the greater they risked bleeding to death or being blasted by an artillery shell.

The work of stretcher-bearers was unending, excruciatingly difficult and dangerous. In good conditions it took two men to carry a wounded man on a stretcher, but twice as many in case of heavy rain. Harry Chapin, a dramatist in private life, remarked late in May 1915, “you have no idea of the physical fatigue entailed in carrying a twelve stone blessé a thousand odd yards across muddy fields.”43 In a letter home a few weeks later Oliver Lyttelton wrote:

The whole place was a sea of mud, and the scene still remains incoherent in my memory, plunging about for overworked stretcher-bearers, falling into shell holes, losing our way, wet and tired, we felt all the time rather impotent. But the work was done.… Some (I think it was three) died before we could get stretchers to take them back to the dressing station or on their way there. You see, it takes four men to carry one wounded man and each journey to the dressing station could not be accomplished under four hours.… No light can be shown, and you feel your way for about thirty yards as a rule before falling into a ditch or a shell hole.44

Struggling across the muddy, pitted battlefield and often under shellfire, the stretcher-bearers brought the nonwalking wounded to the regimental aid post (RAP), the most immediate basic-care unit. The RAP was located as close to the front as possible and could be in a dugout, a support or communication trench, a ruined house, and in rare circumstances even a deep shell hole. At each RAP a medical officer, assisted by an NCO and several orderlies, assessed the condition of the patients. The RAP was not a place where delicate surgery was performed, but rather it was a sort of casualty ward where the patient was given stabilizing care. Patients requiring further treatment were taken by field ambulance, horse-drawn or motorized, to an advance dressing station (ADS), two to five miles behind the front line. Here by the dim light of lamps and candles, the doctors and medical staff labored unceasingly, checking their wounds, changing their dressings, setting their broken limbs, and, if necessary, injecting morphine. Ambulances conveyed the disabled to the next relay point, the main dressing station (MDS), where they were sorted out and classified according to the nature of their injury. Given that the doctors were badly overworked, they tended to confine their treatment of men deemed beyond help to morphine and other pain-killing drugs, and administer care to those with a greater chance of survival. The MDS at first did not have a surgical capacity and operated only in cases of emergency. Patients could remain there for up to a week and either were sent back to their units or passed down the line to a casualty clearing station (CCS). These were large, well-equipped tented facilities, often grouped in clusters of two or three in a small area, located on a railway well behind the front line. The typical CCS carried out serious operations such as limb amputations and could hold up to a thousand patients. Those requiring further treatment or convalescence were transferred by train to a stationary hospital based in a château or similar large building.

Long-term rehabilitation of patients could occur in convalescent hospitals near the French coast or in Britain. The wounded whose recovery for frontline duty was unlikely, were taken back to Britain and placed in military hospitals set up by the government in different parts of the country.

The standard of care offered on the western front, barely adequate in 1914, improved steadily in training and organization as the war progressed, so that by 1918 it was “astonishingly good.”45 Blood transfusions were used to stabilize the patient and advances were made in orthopedic surgery, such as bone grafting to repair serious limb injuries, as well as in the treatment of head injuries, shock, and wounds of blood vessels. As the fighting took place over heavily manured soil, infections of wounds occurred frequently. Even minor cuts could become infected unless given prompt attention. In the absence of antibiotics, the infection of wounds with tetanus and gas gangrene (which bore no relation to poison gas), the two most troublesome infections, were potentially lethal or could possibly lead to amputations. New techniques and antibacterial agents were devised during the war. To prevent tetanus, a serum was developed and given to every wounded man. Unfortunately no serum proved effective against the onset of gas gangrene until it was discovered that the bacteria could be eradicated by exposure to oxygen. The records show that gas gangrene, which infected 10 to12 percent of all the wounded in 1914–1915, had fallen to 1 percent by 1918. The mortality rate for all the wounded in the Great War was about 8 percent. As fearful as the casualty toll was in the war, it would have been even worse without the dedicated and creative efforts of the medical services.46

Although not wounded in the literal sense, one soldier sent back home was Smith-Dorrien who, as previously explained, had been directed to turn over all his troops in the Ypres vicinity to the newly formed Plumer’s Force under the leadership of his former subordinate. Notwithstanding that he was the senior field general in the army, the effect of the order was to reduce his command to a single corps. Sir John had chosen an ill-advised time to settle old accounts.

The two soldiers possessed a choleric temper but otherwise could not have been more different. A cavalryman, Sir John had serious character and professional flaws. He was petty, vindictive, pliable, fickle, vain, and hostile toward those who challenged his views. Traditional in outlook, he distrusted new theories and it cannot be claimed that he stood out as an intellectual giant. Additionally he was addicted to the high life, spending well beyond his means and, ignoring his marriage vows, entering into one affair after another. In contrast, Smith-Dorrien was a seasoned infantryman with admirable qualities. He was reliable, highly intelligent, resourceful, a superb tactician, loyal, flexible, strait-laced, and happily married. By all accounts he was unsurpassed as a field general in the British Army.

Sir John’s antipathy toward Smith-Dorrien dated back to the prewar era. On returning from South Africa in 1902, Sir John was appointed to the Aldershot command, where he concentrated almost exclusively on the cavalry to the detriment of the other arms. He wanted to keep the cavalry as unchanged as possible, convinced that it should still be trained to charge with sword and lance. What new methods and practices he introduced were based on his experiences in South Africa. In 1907 he was succeeded at Aldershot by Smith-Dorrien, who reasoned that the cavalry could not survive without altering both its tactics and weapons. He and other prominent soldiers—including Lord Roberts and Ian Hamilton—believed that the mounted soldier must be not only a gifted horseman but also able to fight dismounted and shoot as straight as an infantryman. Thus he took steps to change the training of the cavalry, not the least of which was to devote more time to marksmanship. Included in his many other innovations was improvement in infantry training and the creation of sporting facilities for off-duty soldiers. Sir John was dismayed by the changes that, in his eyes, implied criticism of his stewardship at Aldershot.

Sir John’s relations with Smith-Dorrien deteriorated further after the outbreak of the war. Sir James Grierson, who commanded the II Corps, died suddenly of a heart attack on 17 August and Sir John immediately cabled the War Office requesting Sir Herbert Plumer as his replacement. Kitchener, worried that the BEF’S position on the left of the French exposed it to serious danger, did not consider Plumer to be the best man under the circumstances. Although he considered Plumer a good soldier, he did not deem him sufficiently independent-minded. He simply told French that Plumer was not available at the moment. Instead he sent out Smith-Dorrien, who he knew possessed sound professional judgment and the moral courage “to resist an order, which if implicitly obeyed, might spell disaster.”47 It irritated Sir John French, of course, but would prove to be a fortuitous move. During the retreat from Mons, Smith-Dorrien went against Sir John’s wishes and decided to stop and fight at Le Cateau. In so doing it is generally acknowledged that he saved the British Army from destruction. Sir John thought otherwise and in April 1915 told Haig that he regretted not trying Smith-Dorrien by court-martial for having disobeyed his orders.48 It should be noted that in his official dispatch in September 1914, Sir John lavished praise on Smith-Dorrien and ended by saying that he had displayed “rare and unusual coolness, intrepidity, and determination.”49 In his book 1914 (published in 1919), which was riddled with inaccuracies, French had changed his tune, maintaining that Le Cateau was an unnecessary battle that cost the British Army 14,000 casualties and 80 guns—a gross overstatement as the British Official History listed the losses at 7,812 men and 38 guns. He justified reversing his earlier complimentary remarks as having been written before the full facts were known.50

With the passing months, Sir John’s resentment deepened and he found fault with nearly everything Smith-Dorrien did, as his comments to friends and Kitchener indicated. He desperately searched to find an excuse to sack his nemesis. Henry Wilson, at the time chief liaison officer with French headquarters, went over to General Headquarters on 26 April 1915 to talk with his former chief. He penned the following entry in his diary: “Sir John asked me how he was to get rid of Smith-Dorrien. He often asks this and I have no answer.”51

Smith-Dorrien, for his part, tried hard to maintain cordial relations with French under difficult circumstances. He was not one to nurse grudges, especially when the nation was in a life-and-death struggle, and indeed thought it important to give French loyal support. He undoubtedly went overboard in paying tribute to French in personal letters sent to the King and friends. In November 1914 his note to the King (via Maj. Clive Wigram, assistant private secretary) included the following: “Sir John has been very bold in his handling of us and has earned the complete confidence of everyone.… I don’t believe there is another man in the army who could have steered us as Sir John has done.”52 He made similar claims to Wigram two months later and in addition, as evidence of his fidelity, indicated that he would not hesitate to “warn my chief if I think it necessary to save him from a pitfall.”53 Although he was bending backward to be conciliatory and supportive, Sir John showed no signs of mellowing. On the contrary his attacks against Smith-Dorrien became more frequent and intemperate. At last he saw an opportunity to strike on the 27th when Smith-Dorrien sent a memo in which he gave a dismal picture of the military situation and recommended a withdrawal to a more defensive line in front of Ypres. As we have seen, French wasted no time in making Plumer responsible for the operations around Ypres. No reason or explanation was given but French did sum up his grievances against Smith-Dorrien in his diary: “Smith-Dorrien has, since the commencement of these operations, failed to get a real grip of the situation. He has been very unwise and tactless in his dealings with General Putz. He has acted quite against the instructions I have given him.… His messages are all wordy—and unintelligible. His pessimistic attitude has the worst effect on his commander and their troops, and today he wrote a letter to Robertson which was full of contradictions and altogether bewildering. I have therefore been obliged to take the command of and Ypres operations out of his hands.”54

The charges were absurd and easily refuted by historians who have closely examined the evidence.55 It is sufficient to refer to Sir James Edmonds’s assessment of Smith-Dorrien’s letter and Sir John’s description of it, in a letter published in the Daily Telegraph on 5 February 1931: “Those who are interested in the matter can judge for themselves whether the field marshal’s entry is justified. I imagine that most of them who read [Smith-Dorrien’s letter] will consider it a clear, complete, and soldierly statement of the situation; as such it was thought worthy to be included in the [Official] History.”56

The news of Smith-Dorrien’s removal stunned the leading officers of the Second Army. They respected Plumer’s competence and integrity, but realized that he was not as experienced and talented as Smith-Dorrien. Loch’s reaction was typical: “I am very sorry as Plumer is not in the same street as Smith-Dorrien.”57 Plumer himself was indignant at the manner in which Sir John had behaved toward his old friend and former superior. He knew that Smith-Dorrien had done nothing to warrant dismissal. In a letter to his wife on 30 April, he vented his feelings: “Things have not been made better by Sir John French slighting Sir Horace, and taking practically all my force away from him and leaving me independent of him. It is the last thing I wanted. It is not fair because Smith-Dorrien and I were in absolute agreement as to what should be done, and I am only doing now what I should have been doing if I had remained under Smith-Dorrien.”58

Sir John’s decision to remove Smith-Dorrien at the height of the battle simply because of personal reasons was another example of his dismal leadership. As might be expected, Smith-Dorrien was heartbroken by his brutal and humiliating fall from grace. For ten days he remained on the sidelines while Plumer directed the fortunes of the Second Army. Unable to stand it any longer he wrote to Sir John on 6 May, pointing out that the lack of trust placed in him had seriously weakened the chain of command and suggesting that it would be best if he were transferred elsewhere. The general’s offer to resign was music to Sir John’s ears. That evening he directed Smith-Dorrien to hand over command of the Second Army to Plumer and to return to England.

Smith-Dorrien probably knew that he was done for the moment he sent off his letter, but it was typical of the man to place duty above his own interests. It turned out to be the end of his military career, for he never held a field command again. Lt. Gen. Sir Edmund Allenby, who had commanded the Cavalry Corps, took over the V Corps from Plumer. Maj. Gen. Julian Byng, another cavalryman, succeeded Allenby. Plumer’s Force ceased to exist on the morning of the 7th when the V Corps reverted to the Second Army.59

Since Plumer was already in charge of the Ypres front, there was no interruption in planning operations when Smith-Dorrien was ordered home. Before dawn on 7 May there was another attempt to recapture Hill 60 by the 2nd KOYLI, assisted by the 1st Cheshire on the right.60 The Cheshires held trenches 38, 39, and part of 40. The Germans occupied the rest of trench 40 and between them and the Cheshires a barrier had been erected. The plan, with its execution set to commence at 2:30 a.m., called for the Cheshires to blow up the barrier, which would be the signal for the men of the KOYLI to rush the new German line from their trench (no. 41). The operation was to go ahead on time whether or not the charge exploded.

It is difficult to understand the rationale of just using the KOYLI, now much reduced in strength, in the assault when on 5 May, before the enemy had consolidated its gains, two attacking battalions with the same objective had been repulsed. It so happened that two fresh battalions had arrived on the scene just before the attack by the KOYLI was timed to start. Wanless O’Gowan gave the following reason for adhering to the original scheme: “I decided … to launch the attack as I considered delaying it the next night would give the enemy too much opportunity to consolidate his position.” It should also be noted that O’Gowan opted to forego a preliminary bombardment on the grounds that “complete surprise was necessary and that, as it was nearly impossible to fire actually on the salient, no useful end would be achieved.” The brigadier general does not explain in his report why British guns could not effectively bombard the salient.61

The KOYLI went over the top at the appointed hour, even though the planned explosion had not taken place. The first two companies, A and B, had barely left their trench when they encountered an inferno of fire that all but wiped out the leading lines. Their numbers dwindling rapidly, the two companies reached the first German trench and after hand-to-hand combat captured it. As they pressed on toward the summit of the hill they were followed, first by C Company and then by D Company, which somehow lost its direction and never participated in the action. In the meantime the Cheshires had destroyed the wall and advanced along trench 40, but German bombs and rifle fire drove them back to their old position. What happened to the three KOYLI companies as they disappeared into the night is unclear. When dawn broke it was apparent that the Germans were still in possession of the hill. Later in the evening Capt. C. E. D. King, who commanded B Company, crawled back with information about the fate of the attackers. The regimental history of the KOYLI recorded the following:

He had been wounded in the face and knocked over by a splinter during the dash across the open, but had carried on and crossed the first trench almost alone; inside the salient he tried to gather his men but, finding his party reduced to eight, had waited in a shell crater for reinforcements within twenty-five yards of the enemy’s second line. The enemy discovered them and bombed them. The little party lay the whole of the … day in the shell hole and crawled back at night. It was now evident that only a small number of men out of the three weak companies lived to enter the salient, and, as only a sprinkling from the three companies ever returned, the remainder must have been killed or captured.62

The casualties suffered by the battalion were 11 officers and 177 other ranks. With commitments elsewhere no further attempt was made to dislodge the Germans from the disputed ground until June 1917 when it fell during the Messines Ridge operations. For the 5th Division, the fighting at Hill 60 during April and May 1915 had cost over 100 officers and 3,000 other ranks. Pvt. James Braid, a medical orderly, 2nd Field Ambulance, was accustomed to seeing soldiers with terrible crippling injuries but hitherto had never witnessed anything like the carnage that occurred during the last assaults on the hill. The disturbing scene remained etched in his mind for days. He made the following entry in his diary on 11 May: “We were at that terrible battle for Hill 60 and we were bringing in the wounded in broad daylight, a thing we never had done previous. We had hundreds of wounded to bring away from the trenches and dugouts. Men were blown to bits and lying in all directions every few yards. My God, it was awful. I counted over 100 dead bodies just lying where they fell, all blown to atoms nearly [all] with the shells.”63

The British counterattacks had failed because of a lack of artillery and manpower, as well as an absence of proper planning. In any event it is difficult to justify the outlay in blood in trying to recapture a particular small patch of ground that had only limited strategic value for the Germans and none at all for the British. It is true that the mound was higher than the surrounding plain, but its elevation was not sufficient to afford the British command over the German lines. By forming a salient in Germanheld territory, it was also opened to attacks and bombardment from three sides. The British Official History admits that even if the hill could have been captured again, it “could not be held unless a wide extent of the enemy’s front on either side of it was also secured.”64

The Germans continued to rain shells on the British line on the 7th and during the day mounted attacks against the Shell Trap Farm sector, a stretch now held by the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers (84th Brigade) and the 2nd Monmouthshires (12th Brigade). On the front of the Fusiliers the fighting was intense but the Germans made no headway. The Fusiliers broke up their attack and inflicted heavy casualties while sustaining only three of their own. The Monmouths experienced more difficulty, partly because they were caught in the process of a company relief. During the early action a shell landed directly on the farm, or what remained of it, and the two officers, all the NCOS, and most of the remaining garrison were put out of commission. A little shaken but unscathed, drummer Danny White swam across the moat surrounding the farm and reported what happened to battalion headquarters, then asked for orders. He was told to return to the farm, gather such men as were able to fight, and hold on at all costs. Back at the farm White took charge and, with the few men still able to fire a rifle, held off the swarming attackers. For his initiative and conduct under fire, he was eventually awarded the DCM.

Alerted by the fighting, the outgoing company (C) under Capt. A. J. H. Bowen scrambled back to lend the Monmouths much-needed assistance. Bowen’s take-charge conduct inspired and encouraged his men. He received several wounds during the day but refused medical care and remained in the thick of the fighting, directing the men of his company. Sergeant Love wrote admiringly of his commanding officer’s selfless courage: “He was cut about the head and face, and he was covered with blood and dirt, of which he was not aware. He was badly wounded in the back. He was holding his shirt away from the skin as it was sticking and causing added pain. I really thought he was ‘going on.’ I suggested to him that it would be better to get his wounds dressed, as he was bleeding badly, but he had no intention of leaving the line because we were so short of officers.”65 The fighting subsided after the Germans gave up trying to take the farm, whereupon C Company was relieved and marched back to La Brique. On arrival it was discovered that Bowen had been wounded twice in the head and twice in the body. Satisfied that his men were safe, he consented to be taken to the hospital for treatment.

The minor action between 4 and 7 May—referred to as “a pause” by the British Official History, a label that understandably would have offended the surviving frontline soldiers who were under attack or exposed to constant shelling in poorly constructed trenches—ended when the fighting in the Shell Trap Farm area died away. During the four-day period the Germans had launched a few assaults, each backed by intense shelling, either to improve their position or wear down the defenders. Their ultimate object was to prepare the ground for the massive infantry assault set to begin on 8 May.


5. The Battle of Frezenberg Ridge, 8 May

THE BRITISH WITHDRAWAL FROM THE apex of the salient had encouraged Duke Albrecht into believing that another all-out effort would drive them back across the Yser Canal. To that end he carefully laid his plans, brought forward his artillery and reinforcements, and softened the British position with lengthy daily shelling. By zero hour on the 8th he had massed three army corps opposite the British front held by the 27th and 28th Divisions and the 12th Brigade (4th Division). The numerical difference between the opposing forces, it should be pointed out, was not as great as it seemed. Many of the German units had already participated in heavy fighting and were understrength. Still in the sector between Turco Farm and Hill 60, the Germans enjoyed a substantial numerical advantage, in some places as high as eight to one.

Tipping the scales even more in favor of the Germans was their huge preponderance of guns of all caliber, along with an infinite supply of ammunition. An example of one-sidedness may be gleaned by looking at the inventory of British heavy guns for the defense of Ypres. The only support available consisted of six 60-pounder and twelve 4.7-inch guns, supplemented on 7 May by two 5-inch howitzer batteries borrowed from the 50th Division. The 4.7-inch guns, being old and worn out, were undependable and eight of the twelve had to be pushed on the east side of the canal, otherwise their range of four thousand yards would have been inadequate to assist the men in the front line. As if the disparity in artillery was not bad enough, there was a scarcity of ammunition for all of the British guns. In short, British firepower was clearly too meager to offer much resistance to the onslaught of German guns concentrated against the salient.

It would have mitigated some of the enemy’s advantage if the British trenches had provided the troops with a measure of protection. But the trenches had been hastily constructed and were narrow and shallow on account of the high water table. According to the British Official History the soil in the region was treacherous and the trench walls were apt to collapse even without shelling. There was a dearth of sandbags and the few dugouts were designed as splinter proofs and not deep enough to shelter the men during heavy shelling.1

Additionally, much of the British line was not ideally situated for defense. In the south (on the right), just above the 5th Division, the front of the 27th was fairly well shielded from the enemy’s view by a long forested area—Armagh Wood, Sanctuary Wood, and Château Wood—but the sector on the left held by the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) was almost completely exposed. The trenches belonging to the 28th Division, on the immediate left of the 27th, had been dug on a reverse slope as far as the Ypres-Roulers railway line. From here the trenches were set on the long forward slope of Frezenberg Ridge and extended almost up to Shell Trap Farm, which was itself located slightly behind the summit. The continuation of the line westward until it linked with the French at Turco Farm, occupied by the 12th Brigade of the 4th Division, was sheltered on the reverse slope of Mauser Ridge.2 From a defensive point of view it would have been better to build the line on reverse slopes about half a mile farther back, but this would have meant conceding higher ground to the enemy. As valuable as the higher ground was, defending forward slopes was justified only with good artillery support, which of course was not available.

General Plumer’s instructions to the Second Army, probably written on 7 May but not circulated until the following day, stressed that the present position be held at all costs. He made it clear that no reinforcements would be available from the First Army, whose operations at Aubers Ridge in the Artois region were set to begin on 9 May. Outgunned, outnumbered, and inadequately protected, Plumer was asking a lot of his men, who were about to face their sternest test.
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15. Battle of Frezenberg Ridge: 8 May 1915

At first light on 8 May, the Germans unleashed an intense bombardment all along the British line, heralding the start of the Battle of Frezenberg. With the object of reducing the salient, Albrecht had ordered three converging attacks: the XXVI Reserve Corps to advance southward and seize the high ground near Wieltje (between Shell Trap Farm and Frezenberg); the XXVII Reserve Corps in the center to carry the main assault between Frezenberg and Bellewaarde Lake; and the XV Corps to push from the southeast and break through between Bellewaarde and Zillebeke.3 Supplementing the three Germans corps between the 51 Reserve Division (XXVI Reserve Corps) and 53 Reserve Division (XXVII Reserve Corps) were the 2nd Reserve Ersatz Brigade, 4th Marine Brigade, and 38th Landwehr Brigade. Along the British front the 27th, 28th, and 4th Divisions faced at least six German divisions.

Whether the Germans released gas in the early stages of the fighting is unclear. Such a claim is made in a few British memoirs and regimental histories,4 but most accounts, including the British and German Official Histories, make no mention of the use of gas on the first day of the battle. It is possible that gas was employed locally, but it also could be that the irritant fumes caused by high explosive shells were mistaken for the toxic weapon. In any case it was not widely used if at all. In all likelihood Albrecht believed that the weight of his artillery would be sufficient to clear the way for the infantry.

The heaviest shelling was directed at the 83rd Brigade (28th Division), which occupied trenches straddling the Ypres-Zonnebeke road on the exposed forward slopes of Frezenberg Ridge. The units of the brigade had been weakened by the fighting and relentless shelling of the previous days and all were in desperate need of relief. On the left of the 83rd Brigade was the 84th (another component of the 28th Division) and on the right the 80th (27th Division), both of which would also come under attack on 8 May.5

Since 4 May the British had endured almost constant bombardment that at times was severe, but on the 8th it was not just more of the same. The ferocity of the shelling reached a crescendo between 7 and 8:30 a.m., transcending anything the British had experienced before. Pvt. E. H. Peake, a stretcher-bearer, may not have been too far off the mark when he claimed that it (presumably hitherto) “was the heaviest bombardment in the world’s history.”6 The few traverses and parapets were smashed, trenches disappeared, and men were killed, wounded, or buried. According to Pvt. A. L. Devereaux of the 3rd Monmouths the strain on men’s nerves was severe and “it was too much for many of them.” He went on to say, “Hundreds of them were put out of action with shells and it left very few men to man the trenches.”7 At 8:30 a.m. Germans guns lifted to shell British support trenches and roads of approach in order to prevent supplies and reinforcements from reaching the front line.

The British response to the German bombardment was predictably inadequate. Still British gunners deserve a lot of credit for their non-stop work in gathering enough ammunition and in preventing any decrease in the rate of fire from their artillery pieces, many of which were well past their expiration dates. The impression of resistance, even if on a small scale, undoubtedly helped strengthen the morale of the men in the front line. When the Germans began shelling rear areas, their infantry rose to assault the exposed front of Frezenberg Ridge.

The small group of British survivors braced themselves to defend their line, which had been reduced to a series of holes in the ground. Bearing the brunt of the German thrust were the 3rd Monmouthshires and the 2nd King’s Own, both part of the 83rd Brigade, as well as two battalions belonging to the 84th Brigade, the 2nd Cheshires, and 1st Suffolks. The early news of the fighting arriving at Bulfin’s headquarters were not encouraging and caused considerable apprehension among the chief staff officers. Loch painted a gloomy picture to his wife on 8 May: “The Germans are through in many places. Perhaps these [reports] are exaggerated but it is very serious.… [W]e are told the great [counter]offensive movement is going to begin tomorrow, but I have little hope of its success and I am altogether feeling as if things could never straighten out. It is wrong, I know, but all the same one can’t help realizing how serious the situation really is.” Loch’s gloom deepened when “three brigadiers have sent in to say that their men are done to this world and they cannot hold out anywhere—a nice prospect.”8 But some of the accounts were inaccurate or misleading, not to mention that Loch, and others at divisional headquarters who felt as he did, were unduly influenced by the mediocre conduct of their troops before their transfer to the Ypres area. Although their division was newly formed, the men had rapidly imbibed and assimilated all the best and noblest traditions of the British Army and fought with the courage and steadfastness of seasoned troops.

After pulverizing the British front for hours, the Germans must have been surprised by the obstinate resistance their infantry encountered. Capt. A. D. Seddon (2nd King’s Own) provides a good overview of the fighting on his front in a report submitted after the war:

At about 8:45 a.m. the enemy suddenly appeared in front of us about 200 yards away and advancing in extended lines with an interval of about 1½ paces between each man. The second line was about 30 yards behind and all the attacking force seemed to be carrying their arms at the trail, firing intermittently from the hip without much attention to accuracy of fire. We immediately opened a heavy fire, which caused severe casualties in their conspicuous lines. They were obviously unaware of the strength of the opposition (approximately 180 rifles) and when about 100 yards distance laid down and began to entrench with the entrenching tool. All this time the enemy was suffering heavily from our fire as they were too occupied in gaining cover to reply adequately.9

The scene was repeated in the sectors of the other battalions. Mowed down in huge numbers by rifle and machine-gun fire, the Germans were stopped well short of the British trenches. As Pvt. W. H. Badman (3rd Monmouths) put it, “We were only a handful of men and they came on in thousands, but we kept them at bay.”10

The lack of progress prompted the Germans to break off the attack and resume shelling the British trenches as heavily as before. A member of the 3rd Monmouths lamented that it “was awful slaughter, it was hellish to see our chaps killed and buried and hear them shouting in agony.”11 Half an hour later when the guns fell silent, the Germans launched another attack against the British line.

After three and a half hours of being subjected to shelling, the intensity of which they had never witnessed before, and assaulted by vastly superior numbers, all the British battalions had suffered staggering casualties. Yet there were still sufficient men able to fire a gun to beat back the enemy once more.

After the last action there were so few defenders left that it seemed inevitable that if the Germans persisted they would break through at some point in the line. Unfortunately reinforcements could not reach the forward trenches, as they had to come down the slope of the ridge. Each time it was attempted the enemy’s artillery fire inflicted such heavy casualties that the survivors were compelled to turn back. Around 10 a.m. orders went out to the frontline battalions to fall back to their support line four or five hundred yards to the rear. Just as the British movement was about to begin, the Germans struck with increased fury on either side of Frezenberg, a stretch manned from left to right by the 2nd King’s Own, A and D Companies of Monmouthshire (C would later join the action but was in reserve at the start of the engagement), the 1st KOYLI, and B Company of Monmouthshire, which had been separated from the rest of the battalion. It was one thing to order a withdrawal from the face of the enemy, quite another to execute it without excessive losses. Suffering the most were a few of the isolated units that never received the withdrawal order. In these circumstances the men made no attempt to escape and held their position until they ran out of ammunition or were overrun. As so often happened in the confusion of battle, the withdrawal order reached the companies of the two battalions at different times. Some of the units were engaged in close combat with the Germans when they received the order to withdraw. It happened to C Company of the Monmouthshires as related by Private Badham: “The fellows on our left and right were retiring and we were told to do the same, but we did not go until we put more shots into them. It was in the retirement that we lost a lot of men. They were bayoneting our wounded that we had to leave behind.”12

It was even more difficult for A Company of the Monmouths to disengage as it received the order to retire belatedly. Pvt. Reese Jones chronicled his dash for safety with several of his comrades:

I was shot in the face by a rifle bullet about 11 o’clock when the word was passed up: “All for yourselves.” We then commenced to retire and four of us—Captain Baker, his orderly, the telephonist, and myself—were all together in that part of the trench and immediately retired down the communication trench and got out on the open ground at the back. I took shelter in a hole made by a Jack Johnson shell and on looking out I saw Captain Baker lying on the ground a few yards away. He had been shot, I think, in the hip or the lower part of the body and was quite unable to rise. I went to his assistance and dragged him about seven yards nearer the hole when he told me to look after myself.… When I left Captain Baker, the Germans were only about six hundred yards away and were coming on, swiftly firing all the time.13

Captain Baker died that day and all the remaining officers of A Company were either killed or wounded. Only a handful of the men—thirteen, to be exact—made good their escape.14

The ordeal was far from over even for the men able to break away without too much difficulty. A serious hurdle remained, for they had to race up over terrain that provided little or no cover, with the enemy in hot pursuit. Maj. H. K. Clough, who assumed command of the 2nd King’s Own after Lt. Col. A. S. Martin was killed, described the grizzly scene: “At a point some two hundred yards from the evacuated position, and from this position [I] was able to observe that immediately the backward movement began, the men were literally being mowed down. No cover existed with the exception of trees and a ditch alongside the Ypres-Zonnebeke road, neither of which offered anything but a target for the enemy who, in addition to machine guns, were firing shrapnel and HE shells.”15

The departure of some British units had left gaps in the line, which allowed the Germans to work around the back of those still at their posts or unable to break free. A case in point was the unhappy fate that befell Captain Seddon and his men. At 11 a.m. Seddon received word from his CO saying that brigade headquarters was aware of their desperate plight and were sending reinforcements. He was told to “hold on at all costs.” Seddon’s report described what happened next:

As I received the message I saw the reinforcements coming up six hundred yards to the rear. They however immediately got down and soon after retired again. At about 12 midday the two platoons north of the road retired, but as I had no orders except the above I remained till 12:15 when a belated message arrived from the OC saying I was ordered to retire to Potijze. I gave the order, but found, at the outset of the retirement, that we were completely surrounded. Only about thirty men retired with me, the rest being casualties.… At 12:30 I was surprised from the rear and captured.16

The advance of the Germans up the slope of Frezenberg Ridge threatened the line as a whole and prompted Lt. Col. H. W. Worsley-Gough, CO of the Monmouths, to attempt to stall them, if only briefly. At his request a company of 2nd King’s Own occupied his support line while he gathered such men as were available for a counterattack. There was no time to consider anything but a rudimentary plan and the number of men, hurriedly thrown together, were insufficient for the task. Worsley-Gough and the small band he led personally never got very far before German fire compelled them to return to their support line. Worsley-Gough had not achieved much for the unknown number of casualties he took, other than perhaps provide encouragement to those beleaguered men retreating from their forward positions.

The survivors of the two battalions took their place in their support line, and, alongside the regular occupants, waited for the Germans to crest the ridge. The Germans were under the impression that the retirement was general, but as they came within the sight of the British in the support trenches they were subjected to rough treatment, which drove them back. Private Devereaux’s account is typical of those who left a record of the action: “After they had finished with our fire trench [front line] they came on, thinking they had us beaten completely, but there was a company of men in the support trenches and when Mr. Fritz came over the ridge he found another trench about five hundred yards away. The boys in the support had had more sleep than those in the fire trench and had not been subjected to such severe shelling, and they soon showed Fritz what a rifle, when handled properly, could do.”17 The unexpected and stubborn resistance of the defenders prompted the Germans to abandon their frontal assault. After weighing their options, the Germans adopted their well-known practice of widening the gap on both sides. On the right they made a bid to roll up the flank of the 1st KOYLI and on the left enfiladed the support trenches of the 3rd Monmouthshires and the 2nd King’s Own.

As soon as the frontline battalions began to withdraw, Brig. Gen. R. C. Boyle (83rd Brigade) directed the 2nd East Yorkshires, in reserve near Potijze, to move forward to support the 3rd Monmouths. At about the same time, Major General Bulfin placed two battalions of the 85th Brigade, his divisional reserve, at Boyle’s disposal. Less than half an hour later, Maj. C. R. I. Brooke, commanding the 1st KOYLI, arrived at 83rd Brigade headquarters, wounded and bearing the troubling news that the Germans were working around his left flank, which had been uncovered by the withdrawal of the brigade’s two units (3rd Mon. and KO). Consequently his battalion was coming away from the line.

The information was not entirely accurate. It turned out that two companies of the KOYLI (Capt. H. Mallinson) were still holding on in the right sector, as was B Company of the 3rd Monmouths (Capt. K. F. D. Gattie).18 In fairness to Brooke his assessment had been based on the available reports. One of the major problems in the First World War was the breakdown of communications, often resulting in decisions made with incomplete or incorrect information. There was no sure way for a commander to make an accurate judgment of battlefield conditions when telephonic links were cut and his various units could only transmit messages through runners, who did not always get through.

No less worrisome at Boyle’s headquarters was the arrival of a message that the left flank of the 80th Brigade was retiring as well. Visibility of the front had been blurred by the dust and bursting shells in the distance, but the sight of large numbers of stragglers coming back seemed to lend credence to the news. However, there was no truth to the report.

For Boyle it made no sense to send troops forward when the Brigade (80th) to his right was withdrawing. Accordingly, he countermanded his orders to the 2nd East Yorkshires and told them not to advance beyond the GHQ Line. Boyle’s orders were somehow misinterpreted when passed on to the 2nd King’s Own and the 3rd Monmouths, who were still fighting in the support line and resisting the enemy’s advance. They gained the impression that they could also retire to the GHQ Line if deemed necessary and, as no help was forthcoming, their choice was obvious.19 While some troops of the two battalions received the order to pull back, most unfortunately did not and fought on against hopeless odds until nearly all were killed or surrendered. Even if no withdrawal had taken place, it is questionable whether the two battalions, deprived of reinforcements, could have continued to hold the line. Their ranks had been thinned by the shelling and hard fighting, and in their weakened condition they might not have been able to keep the Germans at bay much longer. At any rate by the end of the day the 2nd King’s Own and A and D Companies of the 3rd Monmouths had practically ceased to exist. Of the original frontline garrison, only forty men of the 2nd King’s Own and one officer and twenty-nine other ranks of the two Monmouth companies had survived the day’s fighting. On top of this, the effect of the withdrawal was to deepen the breach and put greater pressure on the flanks of frontline units.

Once Brigadier General Boyle learned that his order had been misunderstood, he again directed the 2nd East Yorkshires to move forward, along with the 5th King’s Own (Lt. Col. R. F. Cavendish), to reoccupy the lost trenches. The two battalions, with a combined strength of only 550, suffered heavy casualties from enemy shelling and were halted 1,000 yards beyond the GHQ Line, about halfway to the old front line. Still their action may have disrupted German plans, for they made no further attempt to exploit their earlier success in this area.20

Generally speaking the fighting in the right sector of the 83rd Brigade was not nearly as intense. As noted earlier, half of the 1st KOYLI, despite Major Brooke’s contention, and B Company of 3rd Monmouths had remained in the front line. They were to some extent sheltered by the lay of the ground and, while they were subjected to heavy shelling from first light, did not sustain the high number of casualties as had other units of the 83rd Brigade that were far more exposed. They were, however, more or less secluded from adjoining units. Communications between the 1st KOYLI companies and the immediate units on their left had ceased and, although B Company of the 3rd Monmouths maintained contact with the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (80th Brigade) on their right on three separate occasions, each time enemy activity severed the link. Forming a flank on the left, the 1st KOYLI, along with B Company of the 3rd Monmouths, grimly resisted enemy pressure throughout the day. Indeed they fought with such tenacity that the Germans decided to concentrate their efforts on working around the flank of the 84th Brigade. Nevertheless their position became increasingly indefensible and during the night they withdrew to the support line.

On the right of the 83rd Brigade, the responsibility for securing the 80th Brigade’s front rested mainly with the PPCLI, or Patricias, as they were commonly called, and the 4th King’s Royal Rifle Corps (Major J. Harington). The only Canadian battalion still in the line, the PPCLI was formed as the war began by Maj. A. Hamilton Gault, a wealthy Montreal businessman who had served in the South African War and contributed $100,000 toward the cost of recruiting and training. Named after the beautiful daughter of the Dominion’s Governor-General, the Duke of Connaught, a son of Queen Victoria, it consisted of an elite volunteer group of veterans. Of the 1,087 men and officers who joined the new unit, 87 percent were British born. Gault served as a major in the battalion commanded by Lt. Col. Francis Farquhar, a highly skilled British soldier loaned to Canada. The PPCLI left for Britain in a convoy with the 1st Canadian Division but because it was already well trained and almost ready to take the field, it was attached to the 27th British Division on arrival and crossed over to France in late December 1914. From 7 January to 23 March, the Patricias served in the St. Eloi sector, learning from trial and error, adjusting to life in the wet rat- and lice-infested trenches and occasionally raiding enemy trenches—a tactic they pioneered—in order to collect information, demoralize the enemy, and bring back a few prisoners. It was in this sector that Farquhar was killed by a sniper’s bullet, and the command devolved upon Gault as the senior officer. After leaving St. Eloi the Patricias headed for the Ypres Salient, first occupying Polygon Wood, then during the night of 3–4 May moving to Bellewaarde Ridge. The Patricias had two companies in the front line and two in the support trench. For the next few days the Canadian battalion was under heavy bombardment for extended periods but saw no ground action. That was about to change.

The silence in the early hours of the 8th was shattered at dawn by the thunder of German guns. An hour or so later a small party of Germans, no more than several hundred, came down a hill on the double in front of the Patricias’ trenches. Their attack was broken up by heavy concentrated rifle fire and the survivors were sent scurrying back over the crest of the ridge into safety.

As the morning wore on, the Patricias were subjected to the same artillery blitz as the rest of the British units in the line. According to George Pearson, who was on the scene, it defied description: “Each burst of high explosive shells, each terrible pulsation of the atmosphere, if it missed the body, seemed to render the very brain or else stupefied it.… All spoken language is totally inadequate to describe the shocks and horrors of an intense bombardment. It is not that man himself lacks the imaginative gift of words but that he has not the work tools with which to work. They do not exist.”21 Quite apart from the devastating effect on the Patricias’ psyche, the fierce barrage that came crashing down smashed their makeshift trenches, put out of action two of their four machine guns, cut and blew away the belts of wire in front, and severed communications with brigade headquarters. To add to their misery, they were in an exposed position and had no protection from the enfilading fire of machine guns situated in farm buildings on high ground to their right. Casualties were so heavy that Gault ordered signalers, pioneers, batmen, and orderlies into the support line. A little after 8 a.m. he sent a runner to 80th Brigade headquarters with the following message: “Have been heavily shelled since 7 a.m. Sections of front trenches made untenable by enemy’s artillery, but have still 160 rifles in front line. German infantry has not yet appeared.… Will advise OC Rifle Brigade should I require support. In lulls of gunfire there is heavy fire from rifles and machine guns. Please send me two MGs if possible. I have only two left in front line. None in support.”22

When the German guns lifted momentarily at 9 a.m. gray-clad infantrymen clambered out of their trenches and poured down in a mass, running and shouting as they came. An observer on the scene wrote, “There seemed to be an astonishing silence with just an occasional rifle shot, and then we realized that the German infantry were upon us.”23 The fighting went on throughout the daylight hours and was as fierce as anywhere in the British line. With their machine guns buried repeatedly and inoperable while they were being dug out, cleaned, and remounted, the Patricias fought mainly with rifles against huge odds. “We were good shots; we were veterans [and] we had really been trained in the fifteen rounds rapid fire,” observed Lt. Hugh W. Niven. “We were getting off the fifteen rounds a minute and the Germans thought they were machine guns, and they were rifles.”24 Equipped with the British Lee-Enfields, the men did not have to worry about their rifles jamming under steady fire. Interviewed later, H. G. Hetherington recalled, “I fired rifle after rifle until they were really actually too hot to hold. There was no difficulty picking out a cool rifle because they were lying all around one. They were coming in masses because I was aiming at Germans for hours that morning. There was always a target to aim at.”25

Though the ranks of the Patricias had been thinned by the bombardment, every man capable of raising a rifle—even the wounded—brought a deadly fire to bear on the enemy’s initial major rush. As the ground in front was open, B Company inflicted huge losses on the Germans and drove them back. The Germans had more success against A Company (on the right), whose trenches had been obliterated in places and abandoned. Trampling over the cut wire, the Germans began to penetrate through the right side of the trench and, perhaps because of the heavy price they had paid, showed no mercy. A soldier who survived the onslaught recalled, “They reached our trench and the dogs bayoneted our wounded.”26 Since it was clear to Capt. H. S. Dennison, the commanding officer, that his position was no longer tenable, he sent back the remnant of his company to the support line while he stayed behind with a handful of men to cover the withdrawal. Dennison was never seen again, and the rear guard was all but wiped out. Only Sergeant Jordan and another soldier remained and they refused to budge, accounting for many enemy dead. Jordan, although wounded, survived the day and later received a DCM for his courage and devotion to duty.

The men of B Company continued to cling to what remained of their trenches. Under orders from the brigade to hold the ridge at all costs, they kept up a hot and steady fire on the enemy trying to close in. Finally with their ammunition nearly expended and the knowledge that their right flank was in danger of being turned, they carried out a daring and successful retirement from the front line. By 10 a.m. B Company, or what was left of it, occupied the support line on the crest of the slope. Here the Patricias endured a blistering bombardment that was relentless and punctuated only when the enemy’s infantry sought to advance from the captured trenches, which they had quickly rebuilt and fortified. The Patricias were disgusted to see the Germans use the bodies of their dead comrades as material to strengthen their new line. George Pearson wrote,

The Germans had already, with usual industry, gotten the trench into some sort of shape again, with the parapet shifted over to the other side and facing Bellewaarde Wood. And everywhere along its length I noticed the bodies of our dead built into it to replace sandbags while others lay on the parados at the rear. It was not nice. The faces of men we had known and called comrade looked at us now in ghastly disarray from odd sections of both walls. And they were taking on a brick-like shape from the weight of the filled bags on top of them.27

Pearson and his mates paid the ultimate tribute to their fallen comrades by hurling back every German attempt to advance from their new trenches. The one soldier who stood out was Cpl. Jim Christie, a crack shot and durable hunter from the Yukon. “Our most wonderful man on this day was Cpl. J. Christie of the Scout section,” Lieutenant Niven noted. “Christie … lay full length in front of our trenches and killed Germans. He was no fifteen-round-a-minute soldier as he only needed one shot and he never wasted a shot in his life.”28 Christie was an interesting character. Tough as nails, he had once tangled with a grizzly bear and in the process his head was nearly torn off, but he had managed to finish his tormenter with a knife. In his maimed condition, he had walked five days before reaching civilization and seeking medical treatment. He was over forty years old when he volunteered for service.29

At one point during the fighting Sgt. Maj. A. G. Fraser, half crazed from a serious head wound, jumped up on the parapet, waving the regimental colors and hurling defiance at the Germans. That he was not brought down by an enemy bullet was a miracle (though he would die of his wound later in the day). “The Colors were riddled with bullets and even the staff was pierced by them,” Niven remarked with incredulity. “I had to jump out and chase him and drag him into the trench.”30

The leadership of Major Gault did much to strengthen the will and determination of the men. Niven explained in hindsight: “With Hamilton Gault there, nobody could think of retiring. Nobody knows why, but it gave everyone a tremendous lot of courage that nobody else in the world could give to the other regiments.”31 He was wounded in the morning but carried on until a second and more serious injury compelled him to hand over the command to Capt. Agar Adamson, a forty-nine-year-old South African War veteran who was nearly blind in one eye from a hunting accident.

As stretcher-bearers could not hope to pass through the curtain of deadly fire, neither Gault nor any of the seriously wounded could be evacuated during the daylight hours. They lay at the bottom of the crumbling trenches, bleeding, sometimes buried by shell fire, and attended only by a medical corporal who did what he could to allay their suffering. Those who could walk or crawl took refuge in the nearby dugout. Many like Fraser died before they could be carried to the rear.

A little after noon a company from the nearby 4th Rifle Brigade (80th Brigade), with magnificent gallantry, pushed through the raging inferno with boxes of ammunition and two machine guns, and were greeted with loud cheers. Their arrival was a godsend and a boost to the morale of the bone-weary and beleaguered defenders. At the first anniversary of the regiment’s stand at Bellewaarde Ridge, an NCO commented that “we saw the Angels and they wore the letters RB on their shoulders; and the biggest of the Angels were those who bore the machine guns on their shoulders, too.”32 The newcomers were posted behind the left of the support line, which not only lessened the pressure on the Patricias but provided cover for their flank.33

As communications with the rear had been severed, Adamson could not determine for sure the fate of the 83rd Brigade. Throughout the morning he had seen movement in the trenches to the north and intermittently had established contact with the 3rd Monmouthshires (B Company), the right-handed battalion of the 83rd Brigade. When forced back to the support line, however, he lost touch with the Monmouths for the last time. Through artillery bursts and clouds of swirling smoke he saw men on his left falling back to the rear and he assumed that the 83rd Division had entirely disappeared—which, if true, meant that his flank was in the air. As it happened, Adamson had been wrong, at least about the units of the 83rd Brigade on his left. The faulty impression, however, was relayed to the 27th Division’s headquarters, whereupon Major General Snow arranged to fill the gap. He ordered simultaneously units of the 80th Brigade to extend the line to the north toward the railway behind Bellewaarde Ridge and the 2nd King’s Shropshire Light Infantry to form a flank. In taking these steps, Snow was unaware that the 3rd Monmouths and the unit next to them, the 1st KOYLI, continued to fight on the forward slope of the ridge, isolated and without support.

The Patricias remained in the dark about the movements on their left, occupied as they were on their own front. By now Adamson was wounded in the shoulder but remained on his feet doing what he could to help out. “I recalled seeing Captain Adamson with an arm hanging down,” W. J. Popey later stated, “getting ammunition from the dead or dying and handing it to us.”34 In the afternoon Maj. John Harrington, commanding the 4th Rifle Brigade, took advantage of a brief pause in the shelling to come up to survey the scene. His appraisal in a report back to headquarters ran as follows: “PP have suffered 75 percent casualties and the position is critical. Reinforcements badly wanted at once. All my battalion is up.”35

When Adamson was unable to continue, command of the regiment passed to Lieutenant Niven, who shortly after received the order to withdraw. He refused to carry it out. In old age he explained why:

I had been told to retire, that the 27th Division couldn’t help me, that they couldn’t get up to me … and it was just madness to stay there, and I wrote back and said that I had too many wounded. We had no stretcher-bearers to take out the wounded and I wouldn’t go and leave them. So then they sent for me and I had to go back about, oh about a mile, to talk to the divisional commander and tell him that I wouldn’t go back. I wouldn’t retire. I was only a lieutenant but no general in the British Army could make me go back without what was left. So we stuck it out.36

A little before 3 p.m. a platoon of Shropshires brought up a load of ammunition and were deployed on the left flank and where needed. They came at a propitious moment. Around 4 p.m. the Germans made their third and final major sally. The fighting lasted until it was nearly dark. “Our gun barrels were blistering hot from firing hours on hours,” T. Richardson, who manned the remaining machine gun, later put it. “Then they sent over another wave. We gave them all we had. It was nearly enough to stop them but not quite. A few of them entered our trench.” Richardson was crouched and in the process of putting a fresh belt of ammunition into his machine gun when he saw a German soldier standing above the trench. The two looked into each other’s eyes before the German, who was laughing hysterically, lunged at Richardson and drove his bayonet through the side of his left thigh. There was no rifle within Richardson’s reach but he always carried a .45 Colt automatic pistol. He continued with his account: “Now as I lay there on my back with that German bayonet through my leg, and that German face laughing down at me, I pulled that pistol and shoved it up into his face. A more surprised man there never was. His expression changed as if a hand had wiped that hysterical laugh off his face. The laugh changed to a scream. His first word was ‘Kamerade.’ But I laughed now. And I pulled the trigger.”37

This attack, like the others, encountered such a deadly fire that the advance hesitated, faltered, and petered out as the survivors drew back, leaving their dead and wounded behind. Lying helpless at the bottom of the trench, Gault uttered to Niven, “Next time they come, stand me up, face me the right way, and give me my revolver.”38 The Patricias were approaching the end of their tether but fortunately fighting slackened because the Germans became preoccupied with British counterattacks in other parts of the line. It would take several hours before the Patricias realized that the crisis had passed.

As evening fell, the stretcher-bearers arrived to carry the wounded back to the dressing station. Gault allowed himself to be moved only after all the seriously wounded had been evacuated. A medical orderly on the scene marveled at his toughness and courage:

I never saw his equal for grit. He lay there all day with his body torn and bleeding, and it was only at night when the stretcher-bearers could approach the trench to get out the wounded that he was carried away, and then he went last, absolutely refusing to go before the worst of the cases had been taken. He was cheerful and grinning all over when we were in our dressing station, and kept grinning when we pulled the blood-soaked and ragged edge of his coat and trousers and underclothing out of his torn and lacerated flesh wounds—into which, by the way, you could stick your fist.39

Around 11:30 p.m. the 3rd King’s Royal Rifle Corps came forward to relieve what remained of the shattered Patricias. The defense of Bellewaarde Ridge had destroyed the core of the regiment’s “Originals.” Niven marched out of the line with 3 officers and 150 other ranks. With much on his mind, he had neglected to retrieve the colors, now smudged and torn in several places. “Our good old Colors had been forgotten and had been buried in a dugout,” commented a member of the battalion. “Lieutenant Niven, in charge, was marching away when someone thought of it. I, with several others … was sent back to get them and then rejoined the party.”40 The Patricias marched toward the rear; when reserve troops of their own 80th Brigade saw them pass, they stood up and cheered. Snow, not known to be a champion of imperial troops, could scarcely have been more lavish in praising them in his report to the V Corps: “No regiment could have fought with greater determination or endurance, many would have failed where they succeeded.”41 The Patricias deserved all the accolades they received after the battle. Outgunned, heavily outnumbered, outflanked, and their numbers reduced and worn out, they had fought like lions in barring the enemy’s advance. It would be difficult to argue with their own assessment that their defense at Bellewaarde Ridge was probably their finest achievement in the war. The Patricias were not called upon to enter the front line again during the remainder of the fighting around Ypres.

The details about the action in the sector of the 4th KRRC, on the right of the Patricias, are murky. Strangely enough the regimental history provides no information, merely quoting one or two lines from the brief version in the Official History.42 The battalion was subjected to shelling as severe as it was elsewhere but appeared to have escaped the worst of the German attack. While the fighting here might not have been quite as fierce as in some other parts of the line, the KRRC nevertheless suffered over three hundred casualties, part of which must be attributable to the effort to ward off elements of the German XV Corps. German pressure made it necessary to bring up two half companies of the 4th Rifle Brigade for assistance.43 Near the junction of the KRRC and PPCLI, the Germans succeeded in capturing a small hill after it had been severely pummeled by their artillery, but generally were held in check.44

No further fighting worth mentioning took place on the front of the 80th Brigade. As for the two remaining brigades of the 27th Division, they were not engaged in serious action, although it should be noted that south of the Menin Road the 81st did suffer heavy losses from the shelling. Despite the enemy’s huge advantage in manpower and artillery, the day ended for the 27th Division with the situation well in hand. The Germans had made slight gains here and there but the line remained intact.

In the meantime the Germans struck with force against the 84th Brigade (28th Division) on the northwestern side of the salient. Here the brigade’s trenches, stretching from near Frezenberg to Shell Trap Farm, were also on forward slopes but, being on the flank rather than at the apex of the salient, were at least spared enfilading fire. The 1st Suffolks (Lt. Col. W. B. Wallace) manned the right end of the line and to their left were the 2nd Cheshires (Maj. A. B. Stone), the 1st Monmouthshires (Lt. Col. C. L. Robinson), and the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers (Lt. Col. S. H. Enderby). On the left of the Fusiliers lay the 12th Brigade, which formed part of the 4th Division.

The day opened with a blistering artillery bombardment similar to that which had occurred against the 83rd and 80th Brigades. The din was terrific as shells of every caliber came crashing down, kicking up ground, wiping out portions of the line, and splintering and scattering bricks and timber in all directions. It is apparent from records that no place was safe during a violent artillery barrage. Pvt. H. J. Task, a signaler with the 1st Suffolks, was in no. 2 dugout when no. 1 was destroyed, sending everyone scattering for the exit. Ten minutes later a shell struck the rear of no. 2 dugout and all the occupants cleared out and took refuge in a ditch where, to intensify their misery, they found themselves waist-deep in water.45

As the shelling was dying down the enemy released poison gas. The gas swept over the trenches of the British battalions but generally was not in concentrated form and there is no reason to suppose that its effects were debilitating. The Suffolk historian may have overreached himself when he wrote, “Amid the roar of battle vile yellow-green poison gas floated like a specter through the British lines, and before it men reeled back, livid, choking, and blinded.”46 The soldiers had all been issued rudimentary protection and Arthur Crookenden, in his book about the Cheshires, was probably closer to the mark when he implied that the gas did not cause serious damage.47

Behind the gas, German infantrymen forged ahead in close order to assault the British lines. Although the four British battalions had all taken heavy casualties during the intense shelling they initially kept the enemy at arm’s length with their rapid rifle and machine-gun fire. However at 10 a.m. the collapse of the 83rd Brigade’s front on their right placed them in grave peril. The Germans quickly shifted some of their forces so as to press against the bare right flank of the 84th Brigade while attacking it frontally. Through the confusion of the fighting and billowing smoke there was no sure way to determine the extent of the break-in on the front of the 83rd Brigade. The CO (Lieutenant Colonel Wallace) and staff of the 1st Suffolk could see elements of the 83rd hurrying back toward the rear and their only hope was that there were enough pockets of resistance in the fire trenches to delay the enemy long enough for help to arrive. But if resistance on the right had crumbled completely, as seemed likely, all recognized that there was little chance of timely relief. As such thoughts raced through his mind, Private Crask struggled with his little group to stay alive:

No one of us knew what was happening in front but we more or less knew what to expect. Young French eventually turned up from the front line about 11 a.m., slightly wounded in the head, and … reported that our fellows were still holding out in the trenches, but we could see men retiring on our right. A few minutes afterward Germans appeared to the right of us, so we had to get out of the trench or we would have been enfiladed. We went back, or rather we struggled back on our chests to the dugout … but all nine of us were in a helpless condition … and we had not a weapon among us.48

Brig. Gen. L. J. Bols, commanding the 84th Brigade, had a better idea of what was going on from the messages coming in and he realized that, unless reinforced immediately, some of his battalions in the front line would be unable to withstand the increased pressure. Hence at 11:15 a.m. he directed the 12th London Regiment (Rangers) from brigade reserve to move up to support the 1st Monmouths. The Rangers were in no condition to undertake such an assignment. They numbered barely two hundred, reduced by wastage and heavy losses in earlier action, but they showed no hesitation when ordered to advance over the ridge. R. J. Mason (12th London Regiment) was on the scene that day and, for reasons that will become apparent shortly, must have been thankful in hindsight that he had received a minor wound before the counterattack got under way. In an unpublished memoir of his experience in the war, he wrote, “We were ordered to stand—to [be] ready to counterattack. Then a large shell landed quite close to my section, knocking a shelter in on top of me and wounding quite a number of men nearby. Someone got me out but my back was injured and the rest of the day became a blank.”49

The moment the Rangers passed through the gaps in the GHQ Line, shells began dropping in their midst and, as they approached the flat crest of Frezenberg Ridge, they met overwhelming fire of all kinds that struck them down in droves until only a handful were left. With great determination the survivors struggled on, but it was all in vain. How many, if any, managed to reach the 1st Monmouths’ position is a matter of dispute. Several sources, including the war diary of the 1st Monmouths, claim that a few Rangers came within a few hundred yards of their trenches but were forced to turn back.50 This contradicts the British Official History’s account that some of the men got through.51 The diary of Captain Seddon, who witnessed much of the action on the left of his unit before he was captured, contains information that supports the Official History’s version. He noted that the Rangers raced forward “through a hellish barrage, which wiped them out in masses” but that “they never halted for a minute and continued to advance until, as far as I could see, not a man remained.” He continued, “I afterward heard from an officer of the 5th Fusiliers that only seven men reached the trenches.”52 In any case the only thing for sure about the suicidal mission was that a machine gun belonging to the Rangers was brought up by a Monmouthshire officer after every member of its crew had fallen. Placed in a position where it could do the most damage and operated by Lt. C. W. Hepburn, it took a considerable toll on the advancing Germans until it was disabled.

As the day wore on the enemy’s relentless bombardment and repeated attacks from two sides, together with the absence of a proper flank, made the outcome for the 1st Suffolk predictable. Although the battalion had turned its line as a partial flank, ultimately that would prove insufficient to hold back the German tide. The lack of information from the front, except what was subsequently carried by stragglers, limited and often imprecise, makes it difficult, if not impossible, to fix the exact sequence of events. Before 1 p.m. the Germans drove through the front of the 2nd Cheshires, but the details of what happened next are obscure. Edmonds is circumspect in his version, simply stating that practically all the men in the three frontline companies were taken prisoner or killed, including Maj. A. B. Stone, the commanding officer.53 Another source indicates that early in the afternoon the Cheshires tried to enter the Monmouths’ trenches as a way to retire to the rear. Here they were met by Capt. H. T. Edwards of the Monmouths, who refused to allow the withdrawal to take place; he was backed by Sgt. William Garbutt, stationed at the entrance of a communication trench.

Breaking in between the 1st Suffolks and the 1st Monmouths, the Germans swung around the rear of both British battalions. Attacked from all sides, the Suffolks held out in isolated pockets until late in the afternoon, when they were surrounded. Realizing that no escape was possible, Lieutenant Colonel Wallace took out a box of cigars and passed it around to his staff saying, “Smoke lads? Might as well make the best of things.” The men had barely begun to puff on their cigars when several Germans appeared at the entrance of the dugout with rifles and fixed bayonets extended, shouting, “Hande hohe.” The message was clear even though few, if any, of the men understood the words and one by one they came out of the dugout with their hands raised. Private Crask related the next sequence of events: “They immediately pulled the remaining lot of us down among them and we had to lay there roughly two hours in their front line (we were captured about 11:45 a.m.).… At 1:30 p.m. we were all put in a dugout. Two guards stayed with us and their line then began to advance toward Ypres. We all had the same opinion—that they were simply making a walk of it to Ypres, then on to Calais, and that they’d finally reach London.”54 The Germans in this sector were under the impression that the troops facing them were part of Kitchener’s New Army or the remnants of the Regular Army, which had been all but destroyed in the latter stages of 1914. They were surprised to learn from their prisoners that Kitchener’s men were still in Britain and that they had come over from India with supposedly many more regular units to follow.

If the Germans were concerned by the revelation, they showed no outward signs. At least they must have been pleased that they had cleared an immediate passage ahead and in the process destroyed a battalion. Beside Lieutenant Colonel Wallace, the Suffolks lost 11 officers and 432 other ranks. Only 1 officer and 29 men answered the roll call the next day.55

Before the end of the afternoon the 1st Monmouths would suffer the same fate as the 1st Suffolks. Their flank uncovered, the Monmouths were attacked from the rear as well as the front. “The Germans advanced and got into the trenches on our right so we had to fight forward and sideward,” wrote Donald Brooke, a signaler. The Germans came on rapidly and cut off and isolated groups along the line. One such party, much of D Company, led by Captain Edwards, found itself surrounded. Edwards, however, was determined to stand his ground. Located nearby, Capt. O. Williams wrote of Edwards’s inescapable end: “When he was called upon to surrender he said, ‘Surrender be damned,’ and he was seen by our men firing at the enemy. He was then shot and.… the men reported—killed.”56

During the afternoon, conditions continued to deteriorate. The commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Robinson, saw that his only chance to hold things together—a slim one at best—was to wheel back and form a defensive flank. He consulted Lieutenant Colonel Enderby of the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers (on his left) that he intended to move the remainder of his battalion into a communication trench to form a defensive flank. Enderby concurred with Robertson’s observation but requested that the Monmouths occupy some high ground on the right of the Fusiliers so as to better protect their flank. Robinson had no objections and at once began to move his battalion into the communication trench, but it was too late. The Germans had worked around the flank and were in rear of the line. Capt. Mostyn Llewellin (1st Monmouths) describes the conditions in the early afternoon:

The whole right flank had given way. A, B, and part of C Companies still held on but we were being surrounded so Robinson told me he was going to withdraw, and was making his way back through the shallow communication trench when he was shot through the neck. I bandaged him but he was dead before I had finished. I got what was left of the 1st and 2nd Platoons of A Company on the road and told them to retire and reform when out of fire. I then attended to some of the wounded and waited for Major Evill to come up with the other platoons of A Company. I saw Evill crawling up a hedgerow under heavy fire and was just about to make a move to get to him when I was hit for the sixth time, by a rifle bullet that went through me just above my heart and knocked me out.57

With the CO killed and complete envelopment only a matter of time, the only option to destruction was to retire, or attempt to do so. Under the circumstances an orderly withdrawal was out of the question. On top of this, the men were required to race back over the low Frezenberg Ridge that was clearly in the enemy’s field of fire. As a result only a handful reached the support trenches. The survivors, from their own perspective, depicted the scene of the slaughter in their letters home or to friends. Rifleman W. J. Rogers wrote: “It was in the retirement when we lost most of our poor chaps. Every shallow spot in the communication trench was marked by a machine gun, which the Germans had mounted in a house behind our lines when they broke through on our right, and all along the roadside there were so many wounded and dead that it was impossible to help them all.” Stan Rowe, a bugler, also had a harrowing experience and he was the first to admit that he had been very fortunate to escape injury: “A shell dropped between my mate and myself and took a piece as big as my fist out of his back but did not touch me. I shall never forget the cry he gave. We then had to cross a space of fifty yards and had quite fifty men killed as well as a number wounded. I crawled half the way on my stomach, then I bent low and ran the rest. They spotted me and let fly but, thank God, nothing hit me.”58

The withdrawal of the 1st Monmouths allowed the Germans to concentrate their full force against the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers. All four Fusilier Companies were in the line, with B, C, and D situated on a forward slope. A Company on the left was on more level ground and less exposed to the enemy’s fire.

The Fusiliers had constructed a parapet at right angle to the main line to cover their exposed flank. This had helped them maintain their position for as long as they did but it seemed apparent that it was only a matter of time before they succumbed to the German onslaught. Enderby managed to get a message through to brigade headquarters in which he described his desperate plight. He was told that elements from the 85th Brigade’s Divisional Reserve had opened a counterattack and was ordered to remain in place unless that became impossible. Enderby waited anxiously as the threat of disaster grew but, at length seeing no signs of the promised relief, concluded that he had no alternative but to retire. At 6:15 p.m. he went up to the front line to arrange for the withdrawal at dusk. At around 7 p.m., while he was in the process of issuing orders to his company commanders, the Germans suddenly let loose an avalanche of shells on the Fusiliers’ trenches. Shortly thereafter a flare went up and the bombardment ceased as suddenly as it began. Swarms of Germans rushed out of the trenches recently vacated by the 1st Monmouths, surrounding the Fusiliers on three sides. There was fighting at close quarters and in the confusion Enderby and his adjutant, Capt. R. T. K. Auld, were captured, though they were not together at the time. Auld was carrying orders to a different part of the line and was with a stretcher-bearer when cut off by a group of Germans. The stretcher-bearer was immediately bayoneted and Auld would have suffered the same fate had it not been for the intervention of a sergeant major who cried out, “Nein, nein, das ist der Commandant!” Auld’s life was spared, not on humanitarian grounds, but because of his potential intelligence value. Enderby was taken to the headquarters of the German commander where the two soldiers engaged in a brief conversation. Enderby did not conceal his despondency, which aroused the curiosity of the German general. The battalion history recorded the following exchange: “‘But why look so depressed about it all?’ Enderby represented that the almost complete annihilation of one’s battalion was sufficient cause for such an attitude. To this the General replied, ‘Maybe so. But you may reflect that had it not been for the resistance of that battalion I should not now be here. I should have been in Ypres tonight.’”59 The German commander was obviously overstating his case but it was his way of extolling a commander and his men for their determination to stand their ground when surrounded and almost certain to be annihilated.

Under the weight of the German assault, the shattered remnants of B, C, and D Companies were cut down practically to a man. The right platoon of A Company was also wiped out but the rest of the unit held on behind rudimentary defensive works. The company commander, Capt. A. C. Hart, known for his physical strength, toughness, obstinacy, and complete disregard of danger, had placed himself on the exposed flank where he shouted encouragement to his men. He was completely surrounded and his position was hopeless. He would have been justified in calling on his men to lay down their arms. But submitting was alien to his being, and his men so respected and admired him, that they would have followed him to the gates of hell. When a German officer called on him to give up, Hart’s reply was to shoot him dead with his revolver. Hart was killed not long afterward but the rest of the company, inspired by the example he set, was determined to stand its ground to the bitter end. The fighting continued during which single or a few soldiers in the ranks were often left to their own initiative and there were individual acts of courage, but all who were engaged in the gallant stand faithfully followed the directive of their fallen leader. The Germans broke off their attack after dark, no doubt influenced by the bulllike tenacity of the remaining defenders.60

It had been a particularly rough day for the 84th Brigade, with only scattered remnants of the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers still in the line. Four of its six battalions had been practically obliterated and its overall strength reduced to 1,200 men—these would be reorganized the next day into two composite units. Facing hopeless odds and terrifying conditions, the men of the 84th Brigade had taken colossal casualties, fought ferociously, and endured more than could normally be expected of humans. Yet their best efforts and courageous resistance was not enough to keep their front intact. By nightfall a two-mile gap existed between the remnants of the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers slightly east of Shell Trap Farm and the 1st KOYLI’S two right companies south of Verlorenhoek.

Back at 28th Division headquarters steps were taken during the day to try to halt the German penetration into British held territory. On learning of the breach, Major General Bulfin planned to organize a counterattack with units of the 83rd and 85th Brigades. The two battalions designated to take the lead, the 3rd Middlesex (85th Brigade) and the 1st York and Lancasters (83rd Brigade) were ordered to move to Potijze in readiness for the attack to regain the lost ground. By now the 3rd Middlesex, commanded by Maj. G. H. Neal, had been reduced to some 500 men. The 1st York and Lancaster Regiment, under Lt. Col. F. E. B. Isherwood, was numerically greater, but its offensive capability was questionable. It had suffered heavy casualties in earlier action at Ypres and, while it reportedly contained 950 men, many of the new arrivals were raw recruits, unfamiliar with the mental and bodily torment of trench warfare. At 2:40 p.m. the two battalions commenced to advance on either side of the Ypres-Roulers railway with the 3rd Middlesex on the right and the 1st York and Lancasters on the left. Half an hour later the 2nd East Surreys (Lt. Col. C. C. G. Ashton), also part of the 85th Brigade, arrived on the spot and at 4 p.m. were thrust on the left of the 1st Y&L. At the same time survivors of two battalions of the 83rd Brigade, the 2nd East Yorkshires and 5th King’s Own, which had been involved in fighting earlier in the day, were sent forward to lend weight between the Middlesex and the Y&L. At 5 p.m. the 3rd Royal Fusiliers, the last available battalion of the 85th Brigade, were pushed into the fray slightly behind the right of the Y&L.61 The odds did not favor the British. Their total of six mostly weary and depleted battalions were up against an enemy holding the higher ground and, by virtue of complete air supremacy, rendered its powerful artillery even more effective in defending the newly acquired ground. Additionally the Germans had anticipated a counterattack—the usual British response to any terrain forfeited—and rather than push on, had entrenched themselves in the gap.

The battle followed a familiar pattern. As soon as the British battalions were detected moving toward the breach, the enemy’s artillery came into play and casualties mounted rapidly. The 3rd Middlesex advanced far enough to establish contact with the left of the 80th Brigade but went no farther according to the entries in the battalion war diary. Toward the end of the afternoon after an attempt to retake the trenches had miscarried, the CO of A Company forwarded a report to battalion headquarters: “Have attacked as far as i.6.d., but am now held up by machine guns and much artillery fire.” Major Neal, the CO, replied: “Hold on where you are and make as good cover as possible. Keep in touch with Y&L on your left, and if possible cooperate on their right and make a further attack or advance.” Neal must have received more discouraging reports from his other companies for at 5:55 p.m. he sent the following message to 83rd Brigade headquarters: “It is not possible to advance farther without more artillery support directed against enemy guns. Casualties are heavy.” Presumably unaware of the conditions on the battlefield, Brigadier General Boyle tried to urge Neal on: “I want to ensure that you push on and occupy our old trenches.”62 When further efforts fell short, Neal warned brigade headquarters that at daylight his position would be untenable, in which case he would be compelled to fall back to his support trench. Consequently he was given permission to withdraw.

The 1st Y&L, as with the Middlesex, did not abandon its objective easily. The battalion made every effort to press forward but eventually it sustained far too many casualties to carry on. Still a few of its men managed to reach the Germans, only to be killed in the trenches. The reinforcing battalions had no better luck. They were chewed up by the blistering bombardment before they were able to get into position for an assault. By 8 p.m. the fighting was over. All the battalions involved in this unsuccessful counterattack paid a heavy price. No battalion suffered more than the 1st Y&L. It was down to 83 men under a sergeant as all of its officers had been put out of action, including Lieutenant Colonel Isherwood, who was killed. Seeing action for the second time that day, the 5th King’s Own was similarly decimated, having been reduced to 91 men. As for the remaining battalions, the 3rd Middlesex were left with 289 men standing; the 2nd E. Yorkshires were down to 3 officers and 200 men; and the 2nd E. Surreys’ numbers had dwindled to 8 officers and 300 men. There was not much to show for all the exertion and bloodshed, except that it may have induced the Germans to abandon their attempt to roll up the left flank of the 80th Brigade.

While the counterattack was in progress, Brigadier General Bols was desperately looking for help to strengthen his battered 84th Brigade. He had already sent the Rangers to assist the Monmouths, leaving him with the 1st Welsh as the only other battalion in reserve. Bols ordered the 1st Welsh, by then under the strength of a company, to move into the GHQ Line to make a last stand if necessary. As Bols was unable to get reinforcements from Bulfin—who had turned over the 85th Brigade, his divisional reserve, to the 83rd Brigade for a counterattack—to help stabilize his front, he turned to the 4th Division. The commanding officer, Maj. Gen. H. F. M. Wilson, kept his reserves west of the canal, in the vicinity of Vlamertinghe, too far away to be of immediate assistance. As conditions on the battlefield were not known for sure, Wilson ordered some of his local reserves, which amounted to half of the 5th South Lancashires (12th Brigade) and half of the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers (10th Brigade), to occupy the GHQ Line and Wieltje. These troops reached their destination around 3 p.m. Half an hour later when there was no longer any doubt that a break-in had occurred on the 84th Brigade’s front, the 1st Royal Warwickshires, and the 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers of the 10th Brigade, as well as the remaining two companies of the Royal Irish Fusiliers, were placed under Bols’s orders. Bols intended to push these troops diagonally into the gap between the 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers, anchored near Shell Trap Farm, and the GHQ Line, so as to strike at the flank of the enemy.63 Unfortunately the enemy’s intense bombardment of rear areas played havoc with the movements of the troops, making it impossible to use the roads and compelling them to proceed across open country in artillery formation. As this was a slow method of advance, the troops did not arrive at the GHQ Line until 7:30 p.m., by which time it was too dark to begin the attack. Nevertheless it was decided to make a short advance in extended order and then dig in. The presence of these troops in the field, following the ill-fated counterattack by battalions of the 83rd and 85th Brigades, had an unexpected effect on the Germans, who abandoned the ground they had captured east of Wieltje and fell all the way back to Frezenberg. According to German accounts, the reason for the move was the belief at Albrecht’s headquarters that a strong British counterattack was in progress—which certainly was not the case.64 It was either bad intelligence or lack of faith in the quality of the attacking troops that caused Albrecht to order the retirement when confronted by two and a half understrength battalions.

More British troops, sent in anticipation of the counterattack, had arrived on the scene. The 7th A&SH (10th Brigade) and 1st East Lancashires barely laid down their equipment and backpacks when they were on the move again owing to an erroneous report that Wieltje had fallen. The two battalions were given orders—later rescinded—to turn out the enemy at the point of the bayonet. A more serious consequence of the report was that it prompted V Corps headquarters to send messages, timed at 9 p.m., to the 27th and 28th Divisions, calling on them to immediately counterattack to retake at all costs the trenches that had been lost. It would have been a daunting task even if ample fresh troops and artillery had been available. But neither condition existed. Instead the battalions were weak and battered with little or no artillery support and barely able to hold on to their position. It is quite apparent that the V Corps staff was out of touch with up-to-date events on the battlefield—a common occurrence during the Second Battle of Ypres—and that attaining the objective it set for the units at hand was unrealistic and well beyond their capacity.

When the order for a counterattack percolated down to the battalions, many of the younger officers took the unusual step of protesting strongly to their superiors. They pointed out that it was too dark to attack over unfamiliar ground and that the troops were too few and scattered to hold much hope of success. The upshot was that the High Command canceled the order shortly before 1 a.m. and instead arranged to form a line across the gap. At the close of the day on the 8th the new front of the 28th Division ran through Verlorenhoek and continued northward, passing in front of Wieltje before veering westward to join the 12th Brigade at Shell Trap Farm. This was less than a mile behind the one held that morning. In the south the 80th Brigade (27th Division) swung back its left to regain touch with the 83rd Brigade (28th Division) near Bellewaarde Wood.

On the left of the 84th Brigade (28th Division), German assaults, such as they were, never threatened the 12th Brigade (4th Division) under Brig. Gen. F. Gore Anley. The 12th Brigade was not only in a less exposed position but well established after fending off attacks between Turco Farm and Shell Trap Farm on the previous day. A German advance in the morning on 8 May was easily broken up by artillery and rifle fire and a second one, this time on Shell Trap Farm at 6:40 p.m., was similarly dispersed.65 The Germans continued to rain shells on the battalions of the 12th Brigade but, judging from their war diaries, none engaged in hard fighting.

It had been a harrowing day for all concerned. The survivors in the firing line were exhausted and welcomed the arrival of nightfall. Few, if any, would have argued with the sentiments expressed by Capt. John Hays-Young (1st A&SH) in a letter to his father: “We are all rather tired as you can imagine. I have not had my clothes off since Apr. 12 and only a very occasional wash so I’m a bit high and ‘crawly,’ but we are all the same, and I think we would welcome a rest very much, but I don’t see any signs of any such luxury.”66 Nor had British artillerymen in the region escaped the inferno. Often targeted by the enemy’s guns, the shelling on this occasion had been lengthy and acute. Maj. C. G. Lawson described the hardship endured by the 3rd Brigade RFA (part of the 28th Division) with which he served as adjutant general. It refutes the often-held assumption that the gunners were normally out of harm’s way because they were stationed well behind the front:

On the 8th the Germans attacked all along our line starting about 7 a.m. We got the SOS signal from all three zones of our section and started blazing away for all we were worth.

We had a certain amount of success, too, and fairly got into the enemy’s infantry, so much so that they appealed to their guns, who transferred their attention to us, and the rest of the day is too horrible to write about. The net result was four officers and ninety-eight men knocked out … and nine of our guns out of action.… It was indeed a horrible day and all night until after 12 we went on fighting … and we quite expected to see the Huns arrive at any moment. I got no sleep that night and about 2:15 arrived orders to withdraw our guns and move back to our wagon lines.67

The fighting on 8 May ended in a stalemate with neither side able to claim victory. The Germans had suffered severe casualties and their accounts admit that the day had not gone well and, in fact, near the close of the fighting in a sector their army had been thrown on the defensive. The German attacks had involved large numbers of men, but there was no real weight behind them. As usual the Germans relied on their artillery to sweep the defenders before sending their troops to gain what ground they could.

The British, for their part, had sustained losses that in all likelihood were much heavier than those of the Germans. The British Official History notes that at least eleven battalion commanders fell, plus a large portion of other officers in all the units involved. Some battalions like the 1st Monmouths, the 12th London, and the 1st York and Lancasters had been so decimated that they practically ceased to exist after 8 May. Edmonds suggests that casualties were higher than they normally would have been because many of the units were filled with untried replacements who had neither the skill in handling a rifle nor the resourcefulness of experienced soldiers. He may have been right but no one could deny that these new drafts, thrown into hellish circumstances, showed plenty of courage and fighting spirit in their baptism of fire. A German communiqué revealed that eight hundred prisoners had been taken on 8 May, a small number considering the multitude of men involved in the fighting. It is apparent that most of the men had stood and died where they fought rather than surrender.68

For the effort and sacrifice made, the British had yielded a small amount of ground but managed to maintain a line. Edmonds claims that the ground lost could not have been held permanently as it was too exposed to artillery fire. That is undoubtedly true, but one has to again question Plumer’s choice for the line of defense that cost many lives needlessly even before 8 May. Be that as it may, the V Corps was in such a battered state that its new commander, Lt. Gen. Edmund Allenby, doubted that the new front could be held for long, in which case he proposed to occupy the GHQ Line. For the time being, however, he had to prepare his forces for the next phase of the battle.


6. The Battle of Frezenberg Ridge, 9–12 May

ALTHOUGH ALBRECHT MUST HAVE BEEN disappointed with the results on 8 May, he had no intentions of abandoning the fight to eject the British from the salient. But the start of the Anglo-French offensive on 9 May—with the British launching an attack against Aubers Ridge to complement the French advance toward Vimy Ridge—would have a significant bearing on his future plans. Since he could not bring up sufficient reinforcements to fill the ranks of his depleted forces or relieve units that had been in the front for a long period, he had no option but to reduce, not only the scope of, but also the weight behind, his assaults.

While the fighting had taken a toll on the Germans, they were still numerically superior to the British and their artillery clearly dominated the battlefield. If Albrecht had resumed his attack against the badly mauled and exhausted 28th Division, he might have broken through, or, at the very least, driven the British armies farther back. But the XXVII Reserve Corps, which had spearheaded the attack against the 28th Division, had taken very heavy losses and needed a pause to rest, reorganize, and await the arrival of replacements. Albrecht, moreover, had been sufficiently disturbed by the British counterattack (involving units of the 83rd and 85th Brigades), followed by the night advance of the 10th Brigade, to surrender gains won earlier in the day. And finally he had no idea of the size and condition of the British forces in the area. These factors may explain why he decided to shift his attention elsewhere.

For the next three days Albrecht chose to direct his efforts at the 27th Division, which lay between Zwarteleen (opposite Hill 60) and the Ypres-Roulers railway. There was nothing subtle about his battering ram technique, based as it was on his superior human and material resources. To spearhead the attack on 9 May, Albrecht called on the XXVI Reserve Corps as well as the XV Corps, which had not been involved in heavy fighting and contained his freshest troops. Accompanying Albrecht’s orders to the commander of the XXVI Reserve Corps was a warning that he would be facing a stubborn enemy, albeit with limited resources. The German Official History cited the relevant portion of the telegram: “His Royal Highness informs you that on the basis of a captured English order for withdrawal, there is every indication that the English have ordered a determined stand to be made on the east bank of the Yser. At the moment the 6th Army is being attacked by strong English forces (i.e. Festubert). It may be confidently presumed that the English will concentrate all their available resources opposite the 6th Army.”1
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16. Battle of Frezenberg Ridge: 9–12 May 1915

At dawn on 9 May the day began, much the same as in the past, with a heavy bombardment of the entire salient. As the morning wore on the Germans concentrated their shelling on the front of the 27th Division, with occasional lulls until 2:30 p.m. Infantry attacks were mounted during the interval, directed chiefly against the 80th Brigade and the neighboring 81st Brigade. The 2nd King’s Shropshire Light Infantry (KSLI) manned the left of the 80th Brigade—which occupied the ground between the 83rd and 81st Brigades—followed successively by the 4th Rifle Brigade and the 4th King’s Royal Rifle Corps (KRRC), which connected with the 81st Brigade adjacent to the Menin Road. The 2nd Cameron Highlanders carried the line south to the next sector held by the 2nd Gloucesters on the edge of Sanctuary Wood. These five battalions would bear the brunt of the fighting on 9 May.

The sharpest and most prolonged action occurred on the front of the 2nd Gloucesters. Here D Company (Lt. R. M. Glazebrook) held the right half of the trenches and B Company (Maj. F. C. Nesbit) the left half, with A Company in close support and C Company in reserve at battalion headquarters. At 6:30 a.m. the Germans opened a ferocious bombardment, initially directed against B Company’s front. The shelling ceased after ten minutes, to be replaced by heavy rifle and machine-gun fire, which lasted fifteen minutes. The tactic of a brief, intense artillery barrage, followed by terrific rifle and machine-gun fire was repeated twice more. The effect of German firepower was devastating. Trenches disappeared, casualties among the occupants mounted sharply, and at least one platoon (Lt. E. D’O. Alpin’s) in an advanced position was completely cut off. “It was hell,” according to one officer. British guns were confined to firing only occasional salvos as much of their limited ammunition had been sent south to assist Haig’s forces at Aubers Ridge. A Belgian battery, located behind the Gloucesters, did come into play and was at least useful in bolstering the men’s spirits.2

The intensity of the enemy’s firepower prompted Major Nesbit to order all but ten men in the two platoons occupying an advanced trench to return to the main line in the rear so as to reduce casualties.3 Nesbit felt he had no option but to thin out the line even though all movement at the front was practically impossible. That hazardous challenge was underscored by the fate of Lieutenant Alpin’s platoon of B Company and that of Sergeant Coopey and his machine-gun crew. Isolated and with a large section of the trench blown in after the third bombardment, Alpin judged his position to be in immediate danger and decided to withdraw. He made it back to safety with three of his men—the only survivors of the platoon. Alpin was badly wounded and his struggle to return to the main line was a testament to his courage and resolve. In full view of the enemy, stretcher-bearers braved rapid fire and succeeded in carrying him to safety but unfortunately he would die of his wound on 13 May. Operating a machine gun on the right of Alpin, Sergeant Coopey and five of his men, if anything, fared even worse. After the third bombardment they were cut off and chose to remain at their post to the end.

At 7:15 a.m. the Germans launched a frontal attack against the Gloucesters while continuing to shell other parts of the line. The Gloucesters fought hard and one of their machine guns tore large gaps into the ranks of the advancing Germans. The enemy nevertheless succeeded in capturing most of the outlying trenches by sheer weight of numbers. A few men from the other platoon of B Company made it back to the main line but most were killed or captured. Aided by two machine guns, Major Nesbit and about thirty men, near a telephone dugout on the right of the forward trenches, continued to man the broken parapets. A slight rise in the ground prevented the men from being shot in the back as the Germans worked behind them. Nevertheless once they were located it was questionable whether they could hold out much longer. Casualties mounted and a German soldier advanced close enough to destroy one of the machine guns before he was shot down.4 In the interim the Germans poured across the left side of the Gloucesters’ forward positions and then halted to bring up their machine guns. The initial rush by the Germans had been costly, for the ground was strewn with their dead and wounded.

As the savage bombardment had severed all the telephone wires, a runner carried the news of the German attack to battalion headquarters, arriving at 7:30 a.m. A Company (Maj. R. Conner), in close support, rushed up to meet the attack while C Company moved out of battalion headquarters and occupied a position 250 yards behind the main line. Far in the lead, Major Conner and a few men were advancing cautiously toward the lost outlying trenches when they ran straight into the enemy. Conner was wounded and taken prisoner. The men behind him were either killed or captured.

On gaining information as to which of the outlying trenches the enemy controlled, the battalion commander, Lt. Col. G. S. Tulloh, decided to organize a small operation to turn them out. To that end he ordered two bombing parties to move up along two communication trenches. The raid was unsuccessful; a factor in its failure, according to the battalion history, was the inferior quality of the British grenades. The parties had worked their way to within twenty yards of the enemy’s position, only to be halted by concentrated hostile fire and forced to withdraw. D Company was unable to assist by providing covering fire because a concealed enemy machine gun had continually swept its parapet.

Tulloh then arranged to mount a larger counterattack, which was to be covered by artillery fire. By 3 p.m. the five designated platoons were in position and fifteen minutes later British guns belonging to the Royal Field Artillery began shelling enemy positions in front of Sterling Castle. At 3:45 p.m. the signal to advance was given. The men had to struggle over ground that was full of gaping craters and littered with shattered trees, barbed wire, and other entanglements. Almost immediately they encountered a tornado of German fire, particularly from three machine guns, one at the apex of the wood and the other two near Sterling Castle. With men and officers falling everywhere, the survivors gallantly pressed forward and closed to within fifteen or twenty yards of the enemy, where they established a firing line. Had supports been readily available it seems likely that the Germans would have been pushed back. But the condition of the ground militated against a rapid advance and, by the time the supporting troops arrived, the attacking parties had been practically wiped out. The new troops hurled bombs and sought to carry on but in the end were compelled to retire.5 The unsuccessful attack had proved costly—forty men killed and one hundred wounded and missing. Among the fatalities was the commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Tulloh, who had recklessly exposed himself and was hit in three places.

Major Nesbit was next in line to assume command but contact with the advance trenches had been broken. Signalers sent out to locate him returned with information that there seemed to be no survivors. The command then devolved upon Capt. A. C. Vicary. On reporting to brigade headquarters, Vicary was ordered to abandon further efforts to recapture the trenches in enemy hands. Quite apart from the few survivors scattered in the advance trenches, all that remained of the 2nd Gloucesters was one and a half companies in the main line and one company in reserve.

To set his mind at ease, Vicary went out around 5:30 p.m. to try to find out definitely what had become of Nesbit and his little band. Creeping silently as he moved from place to place, he eventually found that Nesbit and a few of his men were still alive and in their original position. Nesbit crawled back in a communication trench, later remarking with good humor that he had “never been so far on all fours in his life.” Nesbit reported to brigade headquarters, where he was instructed to withdraw the survivors from the advance trenches and to hold on to the main line until the evening. Around 1 a.m. on 10 May the 1st Royal Scots arrived to take over from what remained of the 2nd Gloucesters, who immediately marched back with their wounded to the GHQ Line. The regiment’s losses during the day’s fighting had totaled 5 officers and 140 other ranks.6

Interestingly enough, all the remaining battalions in the 81st Brigade seem to have had a relatively quiet day. That was not the case with the units of the adjacent 80th Brigade, although nowhere was the fighting as intense as in the Gloucesters’ zone. The Germans began the bombardment against the various sectors at different times, seemingly between 6 and 8 a.m., and continued until 2 p.m., when there was a brief pause. At 2:30 p.m. the shelling recommenced, slowly at first and then growing in volume and ferocity, reaching a climax around 4 p.m., when all along the brigade’s line the earth shook with the concussion of all types of exploding shells. As might be expected the damage was more extensive in some areas than in others. When the guns suddenly fell silent at 4:20 p.m., it was evident that an infantry assault was imminent. After enduring a blistering bombardment for most of the day, the men of the 80th Brigade could hardly wait to give the Germans a dose of their own medicine.

The sharpest fighting occurred on the fronts of the 2nd King’s Shropshire Light Infantry and 3rd Royal Fusiliers. On the previous day the KSLI had received orders to hold the trenches between Bellewaarde and the Ypres-Roulers railway. As the line was deemed too extensive for one battalion to defend, the 3rd Royal Fusiliers (85th Brigade) were assigned to take over the portion adjacent to the railway. Around 6 a.m. on the 9th the Germans began shelling the trenches of the two battalions and continued until 2 p.m., when there was a brief lull. Half an hour later the shelling resumed and gradually rose in intensity as it swept up and down the line. The fire reached a peak at 4 p.m. and was maintained for twenty minutes with every kind of shell, from Jack Johnsons to nine-pounders, falling in and around the trenches. Suddenly at 4:20 the bombardment ceased and minutes later the Germans emerged from their trenches, overran the advanced posts, and approached the main line held by the Shropshires and Royal Fusiliers. They advanced in three lines, shoulder to shoulder, across the entire front. The Shropshires’ regimental history had this to say: “The troops hailed this apparition with deep satisfaction; here at last was something they could deal with. The enemy was met with a heavy and accurate fire. His lines melted away, some lay down, some turned and ran.”7 Through the smoke and dust the British noticed that some of the attackers were wearing British uniforms and in a few cases kilts—presumably taken from the dead left on the battlefield—shouting, “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot.” As another source pointed out, “Their object was to put us off our guard and give time for the rest of their men to come up.”8 The Shropshires instantly saw through the ruse, as their unit history explained: “The battalion took no notice but continued to fire. The Royal Fusiliers, however, ceased firing, though only for some twenty seconds; but it was twenty seconds of valuable time lost.” The Germans rallied and came forward again, only to face a torrent of rifle and machine-gun fire that halted their attack and caused them to turn and flee in disorder. “This brought to an end a really satisfactory infantry fight,” the battalion history read, “which made up to the troops for a great deal of their sufferings under the appalling bombardment they had endured.”9

When the attacks ceased, the commander of the 80th Brigade, Brig. Gen. H. L. Croker, considered the possibility of a counterstroke to regain the outlying trenches. After a personal reconnaissance, however, he abandoned any such thought. He reasoned that the churned-up state of the ground, shell holes, and fallen trees made movement difficult and ruled out timely arrival of reinforcements.10

The fighting on the fronts of the 3rd and the 4th King’s Royal Rifle Corps barely receives attention in the war diaries of these units.11 It seems that in both instances the Germans did not push their attacks with any real determination and were easily beaten off, leaving scores of dead and wounded in front of the defenders’ trenches.

Although it may have appeared otherwise, the day had not been bad for the British. No question the casualties had been heavy and there had been minor loss of ground—in front of Sanctuary Wood, when the 2nd Gloucesters had been driven from their advance trenches. But in the end the British had held the line and made the Germans pay a terrible price in blood for their slight gains. Additionally by turning to strike at the 27th Division, the Germans had allowed the battered 28th Division time to recuperate, bring up supplies and reinforcements, and repair its demolished trenches.

At dawn on the 10th the Germans opened up with their usual bombardment and around 1:30 p.m. launched the first of three attacks along the entire front of the 80th and 81st Brigades. Almost everywhere they made no headway and were repulsed before they could close with the defenders. They preceded their next two attacks with heavy bombardments but the results were the same. The hammering the Germans received throughout the afternoon was reflected during their final advance when their infantry showed little inclination to press home their attack and, in some places, hit the ground the moment the British opened rapid fire.12

The one region the Germans threatened to break through was on either side of the Menin Road, not surprising since their artillery had plastered the area for hours in the morning. Here the stretch of ground was manned from right to left by the 2nd Cameron Highlanders (Lt. Col. J. Campbell), the 4th KRRC (Maj. B. J. Majendie), and the 4th Rifle Brigade (Capt. F. H. A. Wollaston)—the former belonged to the 81st Brigade and the latter two to the 80th Brigade. The already severe bombardment was further intensified between 10:30 a.m. and 1:30 p.m., when a number of howitzer batteries joined the action. The violent shelling, it was seen, heralded a major German assault. By the end of the morning the British trenches had been partially or completely destroyed and many of the men buried or incapacitated.

The Camerons took staggering blows, occupying as they did the line across the road. D Company, dug in north of the road, was driven back but the rest of the battalion hung on despite a partially opened flank.13 Facing repeated attacks and with their numbers diminishing, the Camerons were on the verge of being overwhelmed when a company of the 1st Royal Scots—which had just moved up on their right—came to their rescue. The Commander of the Royal Scots, Lt. Col. D. A. Callendar, having received a message that the Camerons were in desperate straits, ordered Capt. L .S. Farquharson to take B Company and rush to their assistance north of Menin Road. Once on the scene, Farquharson discovered that the Camerons had been driven from their trenches and the Germans were on the verge of occupying them. The battalion history succinctly related the sequel: “Captain Farquharson with admirable decision ordered his men to charge, and the enemy flinching before the gleaming bayonets of the Royal Scots fled in disorder and confusion.”14 Farquharson’s men then proceeded to occupy the trenches up to the 4th KRRC until relieved later in the day by B Company of the 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. The British Official History maintained that before their last attack in the afternoon in this part of the front, the Germans released a small amount of gas against the Camerons and the 1st Royal Scots on their right. This, it added, proved ineffective, for the British troops had been issued improvised respirators and again resisted German efforts to dislodge them.15

On the left, in the neighboring sector of the 80th Brigade, the enemy’s artillery saturated the fronts of both the 4th KRRC and the 4th Rifle Brigade. With its trenches obliterated or nearly so, the KRRC was left with no option but to retire to the support line, three hundred yards to the rear. Here, too, the trenches were shallow, no more than four feet deep, but they offered more protection because they could not be observed by the enemy. But in falling back the KRRC had uncovered the flank of the Camerons and, as already noted, might have spelled their doom had Captain Farquharson and his men not advanced to fill the gap.

The 4th Rifle Brigade had also seen many of its trenches disappear during the murderous bombardment, forcing its occupants to seek cover in shell holes or behind some form of debris. After 4 p.m. when the Germans advanced, the Rifle Brigade’s machine guns and rifles came into play but it was all in vain. Vastly outnumbered, the survivors fell back to their support line. Before leaving they threw their machine guns into Bellewaarde Lake to prevent them from falling into enemy hands.

While the two battalions were still in the front line, the CO of the 1st A&SH learned from two orderlies (of the KRRC) on their way to 80th Brigade headquarters that the frontline trenches were practically destroyed. Accordingly, he sent half of A Company to assist the 4th KRRC and the 4th Rifle Brigade, if required, and at the same time alerted B and C Companies in the GHQ Line to be ready to advance at a moment’s notice. A short time later the KRRC and the Rifle Brigade were observed retiring to their support line and the situation appeared ominous. Thereupon, B and C Companies were ordered to move forward. In so doing they were required to cross an area a mile in depth, which was swept by artillery fire. This they accomplished with few casualties thanks to the excellent formation and discipline of each company. By 2 p.m. the movement of the various units of the 1st A&SH had ended. D Company and half of C Company with two machine guns had taken a position in Railway Wood. A Company bolstered the 4th KRRC and the 4th RB, while B Company (which subsequently replaced B Company of the 1st Royal Scots) and two platoons of C Company were held in local reserve.16 Hours passed and battalion headquarters had received no news from its units in the field, and was understandably worried. As it happened the Germans were apparently satisfied with their gains, and their attacks against the British support trenches carried no weight and achieved no success.

A patrol sent to investigate activity at the front brought back an encouraging report, which the 1st A&SH Battalion transmitted to 80th Brigade headquarters. As the fighting died down the High Command again raised the idea of a counterattack to restore the line. The COS of the 1st A&SH, 4th KRRC, and 4th RB held a conference to discuss the matter and concluded that a counterattack was impractical for the same reason that had deterred Brigadier General Crocker from undertaking such a move on the previous day. The 80th Brigade command supported the decision but decided to build a new line immediately behind the old one to prevent further loss of ground. The 1st and 2nd Wessex and 17th Field Companies RE were brought forward to carry out the task. But the ground conditions were so bad that it became evident that the project could not be completed before dawn and therefore was abandoned. Instead it was decided that the 4th KRRC and the 4th RB should immediately occupy the second line behind Bellewaarde Lake. A communication trench south of and parallel to Menin Road was to be constructed to join the front line of the 2nd Camerons near Sanctuary Wood. With B Company already on the front line, the 1st A&SH also relieved the right section of the Camerons. Lieutenant Colonel Campbell was put in charge of the front between Bellewaarde Lake and Sanctuary Wood, which was now defended by the 4th RB, 4th KRRC, 1st A&SH, and 2nd Camerons.17

Campbell’s own regiment, the 2nd Camerons, had been severely bloodied. The Camerons were one of a number of regular British battalions recalled from India after the war broke out. Landing at Devonport on 16 November 1914, they moved to Winchester where they became part of the 81st Brigade. Proceeding to France, they landed at Le Havre on 20 December and first saw action at St. Eloi before being thrust into the mayhem at Ypres. In the previous few days they had withstood practically nonstop bombardment and shown great gallantry in hurling back periodic enemy attacks. But in the process the price exacted had been high. Capt. John Hays-Young, who along with his unit, the 1st A&SH, had crossed over from India with the 2nd Camerons, lamented their losses: “The Camerons have lost heavily,” he told his father. “With the exception of the colonel, there is no officer left who came back in the boat from India with us.… They were a particularly fine lot, the Camerons, and it’s sad to think that they are all gone.”18

The new arrangements in the line had formed an angle in the Camerons’ front, which did not go unnoticed by the Germans. Judging it to be a point of weakness, it was targeted by them on 11 May. At 7:30 a.m. they opened with a bombardment of the entire 27th Division’s front, blasting trenches that were already in poor condition due to the previous day’s shelling. The 3.5-hour bombardment was followed by the discharge of gas to assist their impending infantry assault. Flowing in the direction of the Camerons and a company of 1st A&SH, the gas was in such small quantities that it had no effect on the defenders who were equipped with improvised respirators. The toxic cloud had barely crossed the British line when there was a sudden shift in the direction of the wind, which blew the gas back at the Germans, exposing two of their battalions advancing in close order. British machine guns cut down the leading German lines and helped turn back the first assault. During the morning Lt. Col. H. B. Kirk of the 1st A&SH took over command of the Camerons when Lieutenant Colonel Campbell was wounded.19

The Germans resorted to another bombardment before mounting a second attack, which was again repulsed with heavy losses. But the German tide continued to exert pressure and eventually the Camerons and the 1st A&SH were pushed back into Sanctuary Wood, where they continued to fight behind the debris and fallen trees.20 As confusion reigned in the wood, two junior officers, Capt. R. H. M’Call and Lt. J. R. H. Anderson, acting on their own initiative, rallied the demoralized defenders and led a counterattack that regained some of the lost ground. A Cameron lieutenant, John D. MacLeod, briefly described the action in a letter to his mother: “One of our companies had its ambition fulfilled—a bayonet charge, which repulsed the Germans. They came on unwilling from the first, but when our men came over the parapet at them, and heard them shouting ‘Camerons,’ they squealed and cringed and all fight went out of them.”21 In the course of the fighting, Anderson was killed and M’Call, who had joined the regiment the night before, was wounded and subsequently received the Military Cross for gallantry.

On the same afternoon the exploits of L. Cpl. G. Garden, a machine gunner, were duly recognized. The only uninjured member of the gun team, Garden suddenly found himself surrounded by a party of nine Germans.22 He picked up an ax and went after the Germans, killing two and frightening the others into fleeing. For his fearless conduct in saving the machine gun, there was talk that he might be recommended for the VC but in the end he was awarded the DCM.23

The men had shown great spirit and endurance throughout the day and most of the night, fighting without rations or water. They had accomplished more than anyone had a right to expect, but a strip of high ground at the bend of the Menin Road had eluded their grasp, allowing the Germans to enfilade the trenches of the 27th Division farther south in front of Sanctuary Wood.

Determined to win back the small hill, the British High Command brought up reinforcements into the area. The 2nd Gloucesters, pulled out of the front line on the previous day and on their way to a rest area, received word just before 8 p.m. to report to the 81st Brigade. The Gloucesters hurried off and arrived at brigade headquarters at 9:15 p.m. While Major Nesbit and Captain Vicary were being briefed, Major General Snow called the commander of the 81st Brigade (Brigadier General Croker) with instructions that the hill must be taken immediately. As there was no sure way of knowing whether the Germans were still holding it, Vicary volunteered to find out. Croker approved of the suggestion but Nesbit was strongly opposed on the grounds that Vicary was too valuable to risk losing for a job that could be done by someone else. The debate continued and eventually Nesbit was more or less pressured into giving his consent, albeit reluctantly. Vicary has left a record of his reconnaissance.

I knew the hill very well, having been on it for four days when the battalion was on it in close support only ten days before. It was very dark but I walked right over the hill to the cutting beyond when I heard the enemy talking and moving.… After a considerable amount of crawling I managed to get right up to these Germans. I then got up and made a dart for it. I had gone about fifty yards when I tripped … over a German officer (hit through the thigh). I managed to drag him back to the Royal Scots line. I considered he would be valuable from the information and identification of units’ point of view.24

Vicary reported to Croker, who called on the 1st Leinsters to attack immediately as the Germans were seen massing behind the hill. Lack of ammunition prevented a preliminary bombardment so it was decided to recapture the hill by advancing stealthily and scattering the enemy at the point of the bayonet. A and C Companies started out at 11 p.m. and creeping silently in the darkness caught the Germans by surprise and drove them from the hill. The Germans replied by laying down a violent artillery barrage that killed, among others, Major Conyers, the commanding officer, and forced the Leinsters to withdraw. A second charge followed shortly, resulting in the seizure and retention of the hill until the approach of dawn. With the growing light, the enemy’s artillery fire became more accurate and rendered the Leinsters’ position untenable.25

Crocker then ordered Nesbit to send a company to recapture the hill. Before 4 a.m. on 12 May, B Company under Capt. J. Fane, with Captain Vicary as guide, set out on its mission. Vicary continues with his account: “It was getting light and we could plainly see the top of the hill from our front line. We deployed as we passed over our front line and went straight at the hill with fixed bayonets. The company was into the Boche before they had time to retire. Lieutenant Corporal Keegan bayoneted no less than six of the enemy himself.”26

The Germans, however, wasted no time in bringing to bear artillery and machine-gun fire on the hill that was devastating, so much so that Fane decided to withdraw at 4:45 a.m. on 12 May. Fane with the remnant of his company rushed the hill later in the morning and again dispersed the Germans, but to no purpose. By then the company had lost thirty men and was exhausted; with the resumption of enemy shelling, it became apparent that Fane could not maintain his position. “I can go on taking the damn hill as often as you want,” an exasperated Fane reported, “but I cannot hold it.”27 C Company was sent up to replace B Company, but it had no better luck and it, too, was forced to retire. Thereafter it was decided that the losses in trying to hold the hill could not be justified and the fighting came to an end.28

The rest of the day on 12 May was uneventful, though German artillery continued to pound the front of the 27th Division until nightfall. The respite from the fighting allowed Snow not only to bring up replacements but also to strengthen his line. The only reserves available to the 27th Division had been the 4th KRRC and the Patricias, two worn-out and depleted battalions. Consequently, the 150th Brigade (50th Division), then at Vlamertinghe, was turned over to Snow. This allowed him to send a battalion (5th Durham LI) forward, with its companies distributed among the units—Camerons, A&SH, and two battalions of Royal Scots—holding the front line of the 81st Brigade.

A further reorganization occurred during the night of 12–13 May. It involved the 28th Division, which had been in the thick of the fighting practically from the start of the battle, withstood great hardships, and had been hit with more casualties than any other British division in the salient. During the previous three weeks it had suffered fifteen thousand casualties and, even with replacements, had been reduced to two hundred officers and eight thousand other ranks. It was relieved by the 1st and 3rd Cavalry Divisions, commanded by Maj. Gen. Beauvoir de Lisle. The combined cavalry divisions were given the name of Cavalry Force and took over the line, from the left of the 27th Division to the junction with the 4th Division some six hundred yards south of Shell Trap Farm.

The British Cavalry had been trained to handle a rifle and to act dismounted. In the aftermath of the Boer War, British military leaders continued to inculcate that shock action was the primary purpose of the cavalry, but much attention was devoted to developing skill in dismounted fire. By 1914 British cavalrymen, unlike their counterparts in France and Germany, could use their rifles both with accuracy and speed.29

During the opening weeks of the war, aircraft began to engage in reconnaissance, hitherto one of the primary functions of the cavalry. There were few aircraft in 1914 but as more became available they completely took over this role, with much success. In the early engagements there were no opportunities for shock action, though cavalrymen did participate in a dismounted capacity. They adapted themselves admirably to their new conditions but they considered that it was not their proper work and a waste of their specialized training. Their leaders gave them to understand that it was a temporary expedient and that before long they would be resuming their traditional role as a mounted force. Some doubted, however, that the glorious days of the cavalry would ever return and they dreaded the idea that their regiments would be transformed practically into infantry. Francis Grenfell (9th Lancers), about whom more will be said in a later chapter, was one such cavalryman. His diary shows that it was only grudgingly that he reconciled himself to his new circumstances: “We have started the same old game as at the Aisne, and we have had five of the hardest days of the war in trenches repelling German attacks. It has become such a recognized idea to use us for this work as soon as we get in touch with the enemy that I am afraid all the cavalry traditions are forever ended, and we have become mounted infantry pure and simple, with very little of the mounted about it.”30

The resentment of cavalrymen like Grenfell would deepen when their units were called out of reserve to bring relief to the beleaguered infantry at Ypres. The hardships they faced in the salient would far transcend anything they had experienced fighting in the battles late in 1914. Many, however, were put on notice of what to expect. Stanley Downs (North Somerset Yeomanry) recalled in 1963 the day in which his unit passed by men of the 28th Division on its way to the front: “We were relieving men of the 28th Division and as we passed them coming down they would ask us where we were from. We would say, ‘From Somerset’ and the answer would be, ‘You’ll be jolly glad to get back there when you’ve had some of this,’ and one would say, ‘What’s it like up there?’ and inevitably the reply was, ‘It’s bloody awful, mate.’”31

The newcomers could not have arrived at a worst time. In the spring of 1915 the opening of a new front in the Dardanelles further strained the already limited war supplies sent to the western front. Indeed the deficiencies were approaching the crisis stage. By the second week in May, quite apart from the alarming dearth of artillery pieces and shells, the BEF was short of at least forty-two machine guns and the stock of small arms ammunition was down to ninety-three rounds per rifle—less than ten minutes of action in the front line. The list of shortages also included other items such as grenades, mortars, and even rifles.

For Second Army Headquarters the only encouraging note, as was seen at the time, was a report that air reconnaissance had detected trainloads of German reinforcements heading to the Arras front, rather than to Ypres. The news seemed to suggest that the French operation was drawing German reinforcements away from the north and in the coming days there would be less pressure on the Ypres salient.32 Alas, it would prove to be a forlorn hope.


7. The Battle of Frezenberg Ridge, 13 May

GEN. W. BALCK, WHO COMMANDED a division belonging to the XXVI Reserve Corps, states in his account of the battle that the German Army was set to undertake a massive attack on 13 May, one that would carry it all the way to Ypres. The same source, usually reliable, adds that it was postponed because of a shortage of ammunition.1 That is an assertion that would have been met with incredulity by the British in the salient. The recollection of the participants and war diaries of the frontline battalions in describing the action on the 13th stressed that German shelling was as heavy and prolonged as ever. The Germans may have concluded that their stockpile of shells was inadequate for the task they had in mind, but they evidently had enough to make life horribly uncomfortable for the defenders.

On 13 May the Germans continued to follow the same pattern of previous days as they saturated the salient with heavy shellfire, accompanied by infantry assaults. Before dawn they opened their bombardment, directing their heaviest shelling on the front from Hooge to the Ypres–St. Julien road. The sector was held on the right by the 80th Brigade (27th Division) and to the left by the Cavalry Force. The 3rd Cavalry Division with its three brigades, the 6th, 7th, and 8th; and the 1st Cavalry Division with its three, 1st, 2nd, and 9th, constituted the Cavalry Force. The 3rd Cavalry Division was adjacent to the 80th Brigade and the 1st Cavalry Division was situated on its left. The two Cavalry Divisions, extending along a line between Bellewaarde Lake and the vicinity of Wieltje, each had two brigades at the front with one in reserve. Each cavalry brigade consisted of slightly less than a thousand men, about the equivalent of the strength of an infantry battalion. On the left of the Cavalry Force stood the 4th Division, with the 11th Brigade manning the line from south of Shell Trap Farm to Turco Farm, where it connected with elements of Joppé’s 152nd Division. The cavalry had not seen serious action since the First Battle of Ypres and was rested and quite fresh. By contrast the 4th and 27th Divisions had been in the fighting line for three weeks and, while they had not suffered as acutely as the 28th Division, all of its battalions were understrength to varying degrees, extremely weary and in need of relief.

The Cavalry Force replaced the 28th Division, which had been pulled out of the line without incident on the night of 12–13 May. The trenches occupied by the cavalry were in deplorable condition, as they were dug in haste after the 28th Division had been forced back. They were narrow and shallow, in places barely two feet deep, without wire in front, sandbags at a premium, and no dugouts or other forms of protection against shellfire. The time available to the men was limited but they did what they could through the night to improve the defenses. It was their misfortune that on their front there was no let up in the enemy’s scorching bombardment.

As if the ceaseless deluge of falling shells was not bad enough, it rained all day on the 13th and the water turned the trenches into a quagmire, making them slippery and coating hands, clothing, and rifles with mud. After several hours of preparatory bombing, the German infantry went into action and scored early successes against the 7th Cavalry Brigade in a sector held by the Leicestershire Yeomanry on the right and the 1st and 2nd Life Guards on the left. Here the trenches were lightly defended because they were situated on a long and gentle forward slope in full view of hostile artillery observers.2 The Germans opened their bombardment around 3:30 a.m. and after two and a half hours halted to allow their infantry to advance. Their attack did not amount to much and was easily repulsed. They resumed their bombardment immediately and kept it up until 7:30 a.m. Their second attack followed and does not appear to have been stronger than the previous one, but it made inroads because the violent bombardment had taken a toll on the defenders. After an hour the Germans gained a foothold in the cavalry trenches, widening the breach by hurling bombs in both directions. As they pushed through the gap they threatened to cut off the remaining troops in position.
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17. Battle of Frezenberg Ridge: 13 May 1915

Manning the right of the 1st Life Guards’ trenches, Squadron B retired to the GHQ Line, joining the divisional reserve. Squadron A hung on for another ten minutes but, threatened with encirclement, was forced to withdraw. Unable to find an intermediate position that could be held, the cavalrymen drifted north into the neighboring sector of the 2nd Dragoon Guards, popularly known as the Queen’s Bays (1st Cavalry Brigade).3 The 2nd Life Guards were similarly forced back and initially planned to make a stand in their support trenches. It quickly became apparent, however, that these trenches were untenable as both flanks were exposed (on the right the Leicestershire Yeomanry, as will be seen, had been driven back). This necessitated a further retirement to the GHQ Line, where they remained until early evening.4 Both the 1st and 2nd Life Guards were severely reduced by the end of the day.

The Leicestershire Yeomanry, with Squadrons B and C in the firing line, was under attack from the front and left flank. The Germans first occupied an advance trench on the left, which had been vacated earlier by the Life Guards. From there they mounted an assault and, with the aid of bombs, captured the trenches held by Squadron B, driving the survivors into the sector manned by Squadron C. Assaulted from all sides, Squadron C held out as long as it could but by noon casualties were so heavy that Lieutenant Fielding, the sole surviving officer, decided to retire across the railway on his right to join the 3rd Dragoon Guards. More men fell in trying to dash across the railway, which was swept by machine-gun fire. The unit’s war diary claims that of the two Leicestershire squadrons, Fielding, a sergeant, and fourteen men were the only ones to reach the left trenches of the Dragoon Guards.5 Relieved to be still alive, Norman Eaton (B Squadron) related his harrowing experience to his father and ended by saying, “After many narrow escapes I managed to get out next morning.… It is quite impossible to describe what things were like and I will give up trying.”6

Advancing into the breach, the Germans ran into A Squadron of the Leicestershire Yeomanry. The men of that unit were holding the support trenches about three hundred yards in the rear and, even with their rifles jamming in the muddy conditions, brought to bear enough firepower to fend off the Germans until they melted away. It was not unusual for the Germans to break off action on encountering unexpected resistance. Why they did not simply outflank the cavalrymen is a mystery. The gap between the left of Squadron A and the Queen’s Bays would not be closed until elements of the 8th Cavalry Brigade came up to counterattack in the afternoon.

In the sector held by the 1st Cavalry Division, the 18th Hussars (2nd Brigade), on the extreme left end next to the 11th Brigade (4th Division), came under murderous shellfire that blew in large stretches of their trenches. Lt. L. S. Lloyd described the scene: “The first shell to arrive blew up HQ and severed all communications. After that it was an almost continuous war—shells arriving in batches of four, sometimes of three. Waiting for the fourth shell to come—which it often didn’t—was generally the most trying moment of the lot.”7

After suffering considerable losses, part of B Squadron on the right was withdrawn at 5:30 a.m. to about 150 yards in rear of the fighting line, where its commander, Capt. H. A. O’Kelly, had been led to believe better cover was available. When that did not prove to be the case, O’Kelly brought his men back to the original line an hour later, rejoining the rest of Squadron B, which had remained in place.

C Squadron on the left also took a pounding from enemy shelling that practically obliterated large stretches of its trenches on its right. This prompted Maj. C. H. Corbett, acting commander of the regiment, to visit the demolished part of the line in order to provide encouragement to the men. Moving along the front, a shell fragment struck him in the head and killed him instantly.8 In the center, A Squadron had not been spared, either, from the awful bombardment that killed one officer and wounded the other two, including the CO, Capt. E. L. Lyon. Of the four troop sergeants, three were killed and there were sixty-four casualties among the men. With all communications severed, Lyon, under the impression that his left was in the air, withdrew to the support line held by the 9th Cavalry Brigade. After getting his wound dressed, he learned that the squadron on his left had not retired and so he led his men back to the original line.

Around 8:45 a.m. a message arrived at 2nd Cavalry Brigade headquarters suggesting that the two left squadrons of the 18th Hussars had suffered heavily and were in the process of retiring.9 The report was wrong and the error was not subsequently corrected in the brigade war diary.10 Fortunately the events of the day were accurately compiled in the Hussars’ war diary—though, apparently, nowhere else. As already mentioned, the withdrawal of the squadrons in question had been temporary, not permanent. But the error is understandable, given the imperfect communications. It should also be remembered that there were lengths of front that had been unmanned for up to several hours, if not longer, before the two squadrons moved forward to resume their original position. Added to this, elements of the London Rifle Brigade, the neighboring battalion of the 11th Brigade on the left, had seen small groups of cavalrymen forced out of their trenches and fleeing toward the rear. Captain Husey, who witnessed one such scene, rushed out and in the midst of bursting shells tried to persuade those running away to move back into the line. Husey was seen holding a revolver and waving his arms as he confronted the disoriented cavalrymen. A Londoner near the scene could not hear what Husey was saying but surmised that it was something like “get back in those trenches or else.” Husey was wounded in the process but, according to the war diary of the LRB, the cavalrymen were “prevailed upon to return.”11

A company of 2nd Essex was sent forward to seal the supposed break in the Hussars’ line before it could be detected by the enemy. On the way up the Essex men endured blistering shelling and then, as they were within about forty yards of the Hussars’ battered trenches, machine-gun fire. Lieutenant Lloyd (18th Hussars) provides us with an account of what ensued: “Many fell—the rest continued to walk to the trench, into which they were posted by the lieutenant in charge. Quite oblivious of all fire he stood up behind the trench until all the men were in. The [company] of 2 officers + 120 men lost 1 officer and 70 men while marching up to support us. So heavy had the fighting been recently in this part of the line that they took such losses as a matter of course.”12

The harried Hussars cheered the arrival of reinforcements. The Essex contingent was surprised to see that the Hussars were still in possession of their original line, or what was left of it. With their force drastically reduced, the plucky newcomers occupied holes in the ground or moved behind parts of the parapet that offered some protection. Aided by a machine gun, which they had brought along, they maintained a rapid fire and, together with the remnant of the 18th Hussars, held off the Germans for the rest of the day. The defenders were helped by the fact that the shelling had slackened somewhat during the afternoon as the Germans focused their attention on other parts of the line.13

One such area was held by the 11th Brigade (4th Division).14 Occupying the brigade’s front from right to left were A and C Companies of the London Rifle Brigade, the 1st East Lancashires, the 1st Rifle Brigade (holding Shell Trap Farm and the ground on its immediate left), the 1st Hampshires, and the 1st Somerset LI. The remaining two companies of the London Rifle Brigade and the 2nd Essex—although belonging to the 12th Brigade, they had been temporarily attached to and under the control of the 11th Brigade—were in support.

The opening of the story was the same on the front of the 11th Brigade, as it was elsewhere, with the enemy’s guns pummeling the front line. It is perhaps best to start by examining the action from the right side of the line. The London Rifle Brigade had relieved the Royal Dublin Fusiliers on the night of 12 May, taking over trenches that lay on both sides of the Wieltje–St. Julien road. The trenches were in a wretched state. They were shallow and partially blown in, and those nearest the left (north) side of the road were flattened and could not be manned. This meant that the remnant of a platoon on the extreme right and across the road, which had the daunting task of guarding the flank of the 4th Division, was more or less cut off from the rest of battalion.

At 4 a.m. the Germans commenced to bombard the trenches of the London Rifle Brigade and, as the shelling became more intense, the telegraphic communication lines with the front were severed and for the rest of the day messages had to be transmitted by runners. At 6:43 a.m. the London Regiment (as well as other battalions of the 11th Brigade) received the familiar message that the line had to be held at all costs. An hour later three platoons of B Company, followed quickly by D Company, were sent up to strengthen the forward line. Although in full view of the enemy, they suffered few casualties from the shelling and snipers. This can be attributed partly to good luck—presumably the enemy never really got the range—and partly to the adoption of the artillery formation as the sections moved forward. When the reinforcements arrived they found that, owing to the sorry state of the trenches, there was insufficient room to accommodate all of them. Thus D Company, or almost all of it, was obliged to take cover in shell holes, which offered little protection and, because of the pouring rain, contained varying levels of water.15

The weakest spot in the London Regiment’s line was on either side of the Wieltje–St. Julien road, where a gap existed about thirty yards north of the road, separating the main battalion from the handful of men on the other side of it. The strip of ground south of the road was defended by Sgt. Douglas W. Belcher, an unassuming furniture salesman in private life, and eight men. Their already precarious position was exacerbated during the morning, when the machine gun covering the breach was destroyed by enemy shelling and most of its crew was killed. Whether the Germans were aware of the danger the uncovered section of the road posed to the British is not known. On receiving the bad news battalion headquarters immediately requested that another machine gun be sent up. Its crew, dragging the gun and boxes of ammunition, scrambled over the shell-torn field in full view of the enemy and slid into the left trenches nearest the gap. For Belcher and his men it was a blessing as the breach had become wider and their communication with the rest of the battalion had been practically severed on account of enemy snipers and machine guns.

The main body of Londoners on the north side of the road was threatened only once by the enemy and apparently not seriously. During the afternoon German skirmishers were sent down to test the strength of the defenders. They pressed their attack moderately, at least enough to inflict heavy casualties on the garrison, but, in turn, were shot down in droves and, with their progress halted, gradually fell back. The fierce resistance by the Londoners deterred the Germans from making any more attacks against that part of the line.

On the other hand the pressure on Belcher and his men was much more severe because they faced incredible odds, not to mention that their position was close to that of the Germans. Shells fell in quick succession inches away or against the breastworks, and it must have seemed to the defenders that they were about to take their last breath. Belcher’s description of the inferno was brief: “We were being shelled to blazes.” Several of the men were killed and Belcher himself had a narrow escape when a piece of shrapnel went through his cap. Despite the intense shelling Belcher and his little garrison kept up a steady stream of fire to discourage the Germans from forming up for an attack.

As if Belcher and his men did not have enough to worry about, they were confronted by what seemed like a developing crisis on their right flank early in the afternoon. At midday 11th Brigade headquarters had received a disquieting message from 2nd Cavalry Brigade. It read as follows:

The left regiment of the 2nd Cavalry Brigade has been very much cut up by shellfire, and its trenches practically destroyed. The remnants of the regiment retired. There is thus a gap of about three thousand yards between my next regiment and your right. It is impossible to hold this gap thoroughly as we cannot dig trenches owing to machine-gun fire. Two squadrons are doing their best to occupy the gap by holding the shell holes. I have asked them to try and get in touch with your right. Will you let me know how the right of your battalion is situated?16

The 2nd Cavalry Brigade had unknowingly passed faulty information for, as previously mentioned, the 18th Hussars’ front line had already been reoccupied. The Londoners could not see what was taking place on their right owing to the smoke and trees. Besides they had no reason to doubt the information received from the 2nd Brigade, which was probably confirmed by their own Captain Husey, who had seen parties of Hussars fleeing to the rear to escape the enemy’s horrific shelling.

With only four men left, three of whom were wounded, Belcher was informed that the troops (the Hussars) on his right were retiring and he was advised to do the same. Realizing how vital his position was, he refused to budge. He sent a message to the rear: “Regiment on my right retiring. I am holding on.” Back came the reply: “Good. Hold on.”17 “I knew I was in for a hot thing,” Belcher explained later. “The breastwork … was only about thirty-five yards long and was not only cut off from the division on either side, but was nearer the Germans and a target for their fire.”18 In view of the level of confusion, Belcher can be forgiven for overstating the threat to his position. He was cut off from the rest of his battalion, but there was no gap of any significance between him and the left of the neighboring Cavalry Brigade. It should be noted that James Edmonds repeated the same mistake in the British Official History, an indication that even a decade later an accurate reconstruction of the events could not be established.19

Throughout the remainder of the day, Belcher and his little band maintained a continuous and rapid volume of fire so as to deceive the Germans into believing that their position was held more strongly than it actually was. The ruse worked and gradually the enemy’s efforts slackened. At nightfall Belcher and the remnant of his small party were relieved. Belcher’s bold resistance had closed any threat by the Germans to roll up the right flank of the 4th Division. His inspired leadership did not go unnoticed. At a ceremony held in Buckingham Palace on 2 July 1915, King George presented him with the Victoria Cross, the first bestowed on a territorial soldier in the ranks.20 The gallantry of two other surviving members of the group was also recognized when Military Medals were pinned on the tunics of L. Cpl. H. J. C. Rowe and rifleman H. G. Buck.

Another hot spot in the 11th Brigade’s line occurred in the sector of 1st East Lancashire Regiment (Lt. Col. George H. Lawrence), on the immediate right of Shell Trap Farm. It was disposed as follows: A Company was next to the farm defending three breastworks, while two hundred yards behind it down a slope lay B Company in support. C Company was on the right of A Company, supported by D Company occupying trenches on low ground two hundred yards in the rear. On the right of C Company was the London Rifle Brigade, and next to it the Cavalry. At dawn the Germans opened a heavy bombardment and maintained it, except for a few brief pauses, until 7 p.m. Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence’s visual account leaves nothing to the imagination:

It was one continual roar and bursting of shells that came from our front and also from our left rear from the direction of Pilckem—Jack Johnsons and heavy howitzer shrapnel came in convoys of four, at times twelve 6-inch shells a minute were bursting on a fifty-yard length of trench—the ground fairly shook and when these big shells were turned on to the “grouse butts” the concussion caused showers of earth to descend onto our head, while the shrapnel swish was followed by a rain of balls that smote the ground like hailstones.… We had no heavy guns to reply with and had to take our grueling in silence—while the Germans watched the performance from their trenches in great glee.21

The shelling caused considerable casualties among A Company, which occupied poor trenches. Conversely C Company enjoyed better breastworks and so took fewer losses. An enemy attack on C Company developed between 7 and 7:30 a.m. and was easily repulsed by rifle and machine-gun fire. It was different for A Company, its ranks thinned by the shelling and further handicapped by the enemy’s capture an hour or so earlier of Shell Trap Farm on its left.

A key point, Shell Trap Farm was valued by both sides and defended by the 1st Rifle Brigade at the start of the day. Surrounded by a moat, it was located on a slight rise in the ground and afforded good observation to the north and south. The early morning bombardment on the farm and its adjacent buildings was intense; at its peak over a hundred shells a minute were falling there and on its immediate vicinity. The Rifle Brigade’s right company was virtually wiped out and the Germans gradually gained control of the farm a little after 7 a.m. The fall of the farm, as mentioned earlier, undermined the position of A Company of the 1st East Lancashires.

Around 9 a.m. the Germans launched an attack against the Lancashires’ A Company, sending bombers covered by rifle fire from Shell Trap Farm. The two platoons in the first breastwork nearest the farm buildings were hampered by not having any bombs with which to fight the Germans. They were cut up badly and the survivors driven out. The remaining garrison of A Company under Maj. E. F. Rutter, who was assisted by Lieutenants Canton, Browne, and Salt, was dug in slightly farther to the right, and that may explain why it was able to hold out longer even though it was enfiladed from both flanks, sniped at, and periodically bombarded. The regimental history states that many German bombers were shot but that their snipers exacted a heavy toll among the officers and men. Major Rutter and Lieutenant Canton were shot through the head while firing over the parapet and killed, while Lieutenants Salt and Browne were wounded.22 Taking charge despite a head injury, Lieutenant Salt placed some men in the shell holes facing the farm to reduce the sniping and at the same time sent Lance Corporal Throne and Private Coburn to hold the bridge across the moat. Both men, though wounded, stuck to their post and thwarted the Germans from reaching the other side of the bridge. Salt displayed exceptional skill in marksmanship as he held back a bombing party advancing on his breastwork. In the course of the firefight he was reported to have shot thirty Germans, including an officer who had called on him in English to surrender.23 A detachment of Germans tried to bring a machine gun into the farm, but it was spotted by C Company and wiped out. The fighting raged on. Isolated, scattered in shell holes and run-down trenches, the diminishing riflemen of A Company hung on until two platoons of B Company arrived at 10:30 a.m. to support them.24 When the Germans saw the reinforcements arrive they vacated the breastwork and took to their heels. Apart from Salt, all that remained of his platoon were a sergeant, two injured lance corporals, and four privates (of whom two were wounded).25 Lieutenant Salt would receive the Military Cross for his courageous leadership.

The line was further strengthened around 11 a.m. when a reserve company of the 2nd Essex came up and relieved the battered remains of A Company and established themselves in the shell holes near the farm. No further attacks occurred in that sector during the remainder of the day.

When the right section of the 1st Rifle Brigade was annihilated and Shell Trap Farm fell to the enemy, the company on the left also came under severe pummeling, with the result that before long the platoon at the far end ceased to exist. A gap thus opened between the Rifle Brigade and the adjacent 1st Hampshire Regiment. The Hampshires responded by extending their right and reestablishing contact with elements of the Rifle Brigade. The Hampshires (except D Company) and to their left, the 1st Somersets, were fortunate to be in an area where no-man’s-land was about three hundred yards deep. This meant that when the Germans attacked the distance was very wide for them to cross in the face of heavy rifle and machine-gun fire that the two British battalions could generate. Wave after wave was mowed down and the few Germans who reached the wire were killed.

It was a different story for D Company of the 1st Hampshire, which held a forward trench with a garrison of forty men. The rain of shells had reduced the number of defenders to five, at which time the decision was made to withdraw through the communication trench to the main line. Drummer Eldridge stayed behind and set up a barricade across the communication trench to prevent the Germans from following his mates. For half an hour he kept the Germans at bay and, although wounded in the process, retired only after hurling all the bombs—some sixty—on hand. As the fighting receded, he returned to the evacuated trench and found it empty, save for a few wounded men whom he bandaged as best he could. For his courage he would be awarded the DCM.

The Germans did not give up easily and during the morning mounted two more attacks, each of which was repulsed with heavy losses. The end of the fighting came almost as a disappointment to the defenders, some of whom stood up and dared the Germans to try again. But the Germans, as on previous occasions when their infantry failed to advance, turned to their artillery to sweep the ground of defenders. The bombardment lasted until 2 p.m. and gradually died down, after which the Germans began to dig in and there were no further attacks against the extreme left of the British line.26

We must now return to examine the British reaction to the loss of Shell Trap Farm. Just before 7 a.m. Lt. Col. L. O. W. Jones, commander of the 2nd Essex, observed a body of men retiring from the direction of Shell Trap Farm and concluded that it had probably fallen. Acting on his own initiative, he sent Lt. J. V. Atkinson with C Company to find out for sure. Atkinson discovered that the farm was held by the Germans and, in keeping with his orders, arranged to recapture it. The men of C Company advanced in good order and once over the ridge charged at the double, only to be held up in front of the moat by enemy fire. It was then that Sgt. J. Couzens skillfully brought his machine gun into play and helped drive the enemy out by 8 a.m. At 8:20 Lieutenant Colonel Jones received orders from 11th Brigade headquarters that read: “Retake at once the front line from Shell Trap Farm to Fortuin-Wieltje road, a frontage of a thousand yards.”27 The appeal to action was motivated by the need to silence the enemy’s artillery, which was destroying trenches and inflicting a growing number of casualties among the occupants (East Lancashires and the London Rifle Brigade) south of the farm.

Since Atkinson’s men were already in possession of Shell Trap Farm, it was left to the remaining companies to conform to the 11th Brigade’s order. In less than ten minutes the men of the 2nd Essex were on the move, reaching the forward area, whereupon they took off their packs and fixed bayonets to their rifles. For the attack they were deployed as follows: A Company was to sweep the ground clear of defenders between Wieltje-Gravenstafel and Wieltje–St. Julien roads, while B Company would extend the line toward Shell Trap Farm. D Company was to follow behind B Company and gradually inch to the left as the unit in the lead continued to move forward. This would permit D Company to sideslip into the gap between C and B Companies and receive cover from both while rushing the remainder of the enemy line.28 At about 8:30 a.m. the signal to advance was given. To attempt a rather complex maneuver in battle was risky but, under the cover of artillery fire, the companies got off to a good start. As they swept forward, men of the London Rifle Brigade stood up in their trenches and cheered them loudly. Aubrey Smith, an LRB ranker, was fascinated by the spectacle he witnessed: “Their advance was a grand sight to watch, for they went forward in a long line stretching across two fields, as steadily as though they had been on Salisbury Plain. One or two shells fell among them and parts of their line were for the moment obliterated by wreaths of smoke, but they never wavered and, if any men fell, they closed the ranks again as they went forward. Right up the slope they went—for the front line was on an eminence that could almost be called a ridge—and then they disappeared from view.”29

Once over the top of the ridge, the attackers were subjected to heavy German machine-gun fire but they never faltered, and charged at the double toward the trenches, only to find that they were mostly vacant and were of little use as long stretches had been obliterated by the shelling. They had gained their objective, but the cost had been high—B Company suffered a disproportionate number of casualties. The unit included a large number of newly arrived drafts and, given their tendency to bunch together, they were easy targets for German gunners. Among the casualties were the company commander, Capt. P. Pechell, struck in the arm by a shell fragment, and acting CSM F. M. Cumbers, killed by a similar missile.

A Company gained touch with B Company, whose left was in contact with the 1st East Lancashires holding a ridge left of Shell Trap Farm. D Company came up in support of the East Lancashires and dug in behind them. In the span of two hours, the Essex had cleared the small number of Germans holding discontinuous portions of trenches and regained the line. The effort had cost 180 casualties but the results had been satisfying, or so it was deemed, and brought the battalion many accolades. Major General de Lisle, for one, sent the following message: “General de Lisle, commanding 1st Cavalry Division, wishes to convey his thanks to the Essex Regiment for their gallant and prompt assistance this morning. The Cavalry’s opinion is voiced by the whole of the 4th Division.”30

Farther to the south, the 1st Cavalry Division had some anxious moments, and not only from the enemy’s shelling. The linchpin of its front’s defense rested on the Queen’s Bays (1st Cavalry Brigade), whose right flank ended on the Verlorenhoek road, just east of the village. The area south of the road was occupied by the 7th Cavalry Brigade. On the left of the Bays were the 5th Dragoon Guards and beyond them the 9th Lancers (2nd Cavalry Brigade). The 11th Hussars were in support of the Queen’s Bay and 5th Dragoon Guards.

When the bombardment slackened around 7:30 a.m. Maj. Gen. C. J. Briggs, newly appointed commander of the 3rd Cavalry Division, requested a patrol from the nearby 11th Hussars to carry out a reconnaissance mission. Briggs instructed 2nd Lt. A. F. G. Renton, the officer in charge, to investigate the condition of his front line, part of which he had been led to believe had been destroyed by shellfire.31 On reaching the Queen’s Bays, Renton discovered that they were clinging doggedly to their trenches but that they were running out of ammunition and also that their right flank was up in the air after the troops next to them—the Life Guards and the Leicestershire Yeomanry (7th Cavalry Brigade)—had been forced back.

Renton had no sooner returned and made his report, than steps were taken to deliver the ammunition to the hard-pressed Bays. For this task the 11th Hussars dispatched two troops of C Squadron, guided by Renton, who was familiar with the terrain. Weighed down with boxes of ammunition, they stole up a ditch along the side of the road and ran across the last twenty yards of open ground, reaching the trenches of the Bays without a casualty. The return journey went equally well with the men dashing back singly and each starting from a spot different than the one before and following the path by which they came up.

One of the two troops subsequently carried a second load up but without Renton, who had been retained by Briggs to explain the position of the opposing combatants. But even if Renton had gone along he might not have averted the losses the cavalry troop sustained, as this time the Germans were more alert to what was happening. They caught the cavalrymen in the open ground and cut down half of them with rifle and machine-gun fire. In an act of exceptional gallantry, as recorded by the battalion history, “whenever one man was hit, another returned to pick up his ammunition, and all of it was eventually brought up to the Bays.”32

For most of the morning the Bays had crouched in their shallow trenches under a storm of exploding shells, without the satisfaction of fighting back. Their opportunity to settle accounts came at 10 a.m., when the bombardment practically ceased and the enemy’s infantry advanced. The need to keep a steady fire was hampered “by the fact that the rifles were covered with mud and dirt thrown up by the bursting shells, and in many places the men were working in couples, one firing while his comrade cleaned and loaded another rifle for him.”33 Still the Bays had no difficulty in stopping the Germans, at least partly because the latter’s efforts had been rather feeble.

The Bays were not out of danger yet. In the morning Lt. Col. W. Q. Winwood of the 5th Dragoon Guards, on the left, reported that his trenches had been practically obliterated and that his position was critical. He added that he had no supports left as they had already been employed. In response, two troops of C Squadron (11th Hussars) under Lt. C. W. M. Norrie were sent up and took a position on the right of the Dragoons. By late afternoon, following a terrific outburst of shells, Winwood concluded that his trenches were no longer tenable and ordered his men to withdraw to the support line. Norrie’s two troops, however, refused to follow. On seeing the Dragoons fall back, Maj. George Inge of the Bays dashed out of his trench and, disregarding the shells falling around him, rallied about forty men and led them into his section. The Germans detected what was going on and their guns quickly altered their range, inflicting severe casualties on the Dragoons as they were caught retiring over open ground. The departure of the Dragoons from the front line meant that the Bays’ left flank was gravely imperiled, protected only by Norrie’s troops. The Bays’ account concedes that the battalion would have been in deep trouble if the Germans had made a really determined advance.34

Col. T. T. Pitman, acting commander of the 1st Cavalry Brigade, following his orders that the line must be held at all costs, called on the 11th Hussars to make a counterattack and recover the lost trenches. A Squadron started off and its leader, Capt. A. B. Lawson, to avoid a repetition of what had happened to the 5th Dragoons on their way back, wisely made use of a depression in the ground where movement would be screened from the enemy. On reaching the open area where the dead and wounded littered the ground, the squadron advanced in rushes, a few at a time, and reached the front line with only a few casualties. Here Lawson discovered that the Bays still held their line and that assorted units—a squadron of 19th Hussars, Norrie’s men, a handful of 5th Dragoons, and about thirty 1st Life Guards stragglers—protected their left. He proceeded, as he later explained, to “put all mine in on left to fill up gap between us and 2nd Brigade.” He ended by saying, “Took command of the mixed force and set about trying to repair trench: still being shelled so couldn’t do much.”35 The tenacious stand of this small force, aided by a machine gun operated by the 9th Lancers on the 2nd Brigade’s side, had discouraged the Germans from advancing far. Indeed after the failure of the morning attack against the Bays, the Germans confined their effort mostly to constructing a sap from their forward line and intermittent shelling. During the day’s fighting the Bays lost in killed and wounded a total of 63 men out of 175 in the front line.

That afternoon, while this was going on, steps were taken to fill the gap on the right of the Queen’s Bays. Initially the commander of the Cavalry Force, Major General de Lisle, had no clear idea of what was happening in the front line. His communications had been severed in the morning and, to add to his dilemma, a dense black smoke from the brutal bombardment hung over the trenches, hampering visibility. Consequently he was unaware for some time of the extent of the gap, or that it had been partially blocked by a squadron of Leicestershire Yeomanry. Nor did he realize that the North Somerset Yeomanry (6th Cavalry Brigade) and Queen’s Bays (1st Cavalry Brigade) were clinging to positions on either side of the gap.36

Still de Lisle, even without reliable intelligence, sensed that some kind of action was necessary to ensure the security of the front. The 8th Cavalry Brigade was deployed behind the gap and around 10 a.m. its commander, Brig. Gen. C. B. Bulkeley-Johnson, was directed to make a counterattack to regain the lost ground. A plan was rapidly prepared. Artillery support originally set to begin at noon was delayed until 2 p.m. The bombardment lasted half an hour before the 8th Cavalry Brigade moved forward in attack formation, assisted by part of the 9th Cavalry Brigade and the survivors of the Leicestershire Yeomanry. The units of the 8th Cavalry—with the 10th Hussars on the left, the Essex Yeomanry in the center, and the Royal Horse Guards on the right—yelled loudly as they charged across the open, undeterred by the heavy shrapnel and machine-gun fire, which took an increasing toll. Suddenly the Germans in the front line rose and bolted back, followed by their comrades in support and reserve trenches and, according to the war diary of the 8th Cavalry Brigade, “were last seen disappearing over the crest of the hill some one and a half miles ahead.”37 Someone apparently from the Essex Yeomanry gleefully shouted, “Tally ho! Yonder they go,” and, without waiting for orders, all raced at full speed toward the enemy’s trenches. Here they found all sorts of German equipment as well as food and coffee, but few dead bodies.38 Beyond the trenches, however, dead Germans could be seen lying on the ground, caught by British shrapnel as they ran back.

It was not long before German guns, in turn, opened up and the accuracy and weight of their artillery fire, given the sorry state of the trenches, made it impossible for the cavalrymen to retain control of the old line. Consequently they withdrew about 600 yards in rear of their advanced position and, on the reverse slope of a low ridge they had just crossed, prepared a new defensive line, which essentially amounted to connecting shell holes. The casualties had been severe, about 1,800, but the gap had been closed. “Of all the great performances of my troops during the war there is not one I look back to with greater pride,” de Lisle wrote in his unpublished account of his wartime experience. “It proved the cavalry could not only hold the line but attack as well as infantry.”39

Perhaps so, but there was considerable carping in cavalry circles that employing horsemen as infantry had resulted in the excessive losses. De Lisle visited the cavalry divisions on 14 May and found everyone depressed by the high cost of their victory. “I had to call on all for a special effort and to rebuke any tendency to despondency,” he wrote in his personal narrative.40 In another source (published memoirs), he explained why there should be no resentment over losses in battle:

I resent this kind of talk, for nothing hampers the proper use of cavalry so much as the idea that losses must be discouraged. Useless waste must, of course, be discouraged, but unless losses are accepted as inevitable, good work becomes impossible. I was feeling somewhat sore about the criticism I heard regarding that very fine counterattack, until we were all cheered by the very complimentary message from Generals Plumer and Allenby on the work of the two cavalry divisions. Looking back … I feel confident that but for that counterattack we might easily have lost Ypres.41

There was no further ground activity in this part of the line for the rest of the day. The Germans had seemingly taken enough punishment and did not even attempt to reoccupy the vacated ground. At the end of the afternoon the 151st Brigade (50th Division) was moved up to the GHQ Line behind the threatened portion of the front. Before darkness fell, fighting erupted once more in the neighborhood of Shell Trap Farm.

It will be remembered that C Company of the 2nd Essex had recaptured the farm around 8 a.m. At some point it turned over responsibility for the defense to the reserve company of the 1st East Lancashires. What happened in the course of the day that allowed the Germans to regain a foothold in the farm buildings is not recorded in the regiment’s history or war diary. In any case, Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence, who commanded the 1st East Lancashires, was directed to clear the Germans out of the farm. Capt. G. D. Leake with two platoons of B Company led the first attack, which broke down, though not for lack of determination. Leake was killed and the two platoon commanders were wounded. Thereupon Lt. H. A. Lane took a platoon of D Company and made another attempt but the results were no better. Lane was killed and the adjutant of the battalion, Lt. R. W. Palmer, took charge and with two platoons of D Company succeeded in driving the Germans away. Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence then brought up two companies of the 5th South Lancashires, which had been placed at his disposal as a reserve, to replace the weary C Company of the 2nd Essex.42

The end of the fighting on the evening of 13 May brought a close to the Battle of Frezenberg, which had raged with unabated fury for the greater part of six days. During that period the total number of casualties sustained by the V Corps had been 9,391. Even the battle-worn survivors would pay a high price. Their lucky escape from gas and the tornado of exploding shells, as well as the horrors and chaos they had witnessed, would change them forever. Days later they looked drawn and haggard, so dazed that they appeared to be walking in a dream, depressed and liable to break down and cry for no apparent reason. A week after the battle James Keeping (London Rifle Brigade) described his experience to his sister:

We had a fortnight of Hell and are now back resting again, some 150 strong out of a total of 1,600 in all, and I can tell you the ones who have got back are lucky. You could never believe what it was like and you can guess I did not feel much like writing. It was all so sudden, one day we were resting and the next we were in the thick of it, being shelled to pieces.… I am afraid I am a more nervous wreck in fact when we got back. I sat down and had a jolly good cry and am absolutely alone now, the only one of my section left.43

After the human effort and material resources the Germans had expended in the battle, what had they gained? It cannot be denied that they had driven out the bulk of the V Corps from the forward slopes of Frezenberg Ridge, although it was a position that was untenable and should never have been selected in the first place. Still, in so doing, the Germans had sheared off a slice of the salient between Verlorenhoek and Bellewaarde Lake, which was a little over half a mile at its deepest extent. But in the end they had not broken the British line and were nowhere close to capturing Ypres, their ultimate target.

The British, who were severely tested, fought under an enormous handicap during the battle. They were outnumbered, lacked heavy guns and ammunition, their trenches were in miserable condition, they faced gas and endless shelling, and, as they had been in the line for three weeks, were drunk with fatigue. Yet they had fought hard and given an admirable account of themselves. By their discipline, tenacity, and unwavering courage, they had made it too costly for the Germans to continue their advance.


8. The Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge, 24–25 May

THE BRITISH HAD NO WAY of knowing at the time that the Battle of Frezenberg ended late on the evening of 13 May, for next day the Germans brought minor pressure against two areas along the salient. In the morning they began to mass opposite Shell Trap Farm, which was held by three platoons (D Company) of the 1st East Lancashires. On the previous night when the platoons of D Company recaptured the farm there was confusion and it was dark and wet, so that in establishing their line they had no clear idea of the location of the enemy. As it happened their trenches were so close to the enemy that the distance in places was no more than fifteen yards. When the Germans opened fire at first light, the men of D Company found themselves in an indefensible position. The regimental history of the Lancashires explains why: “The men did their best to return the enemy’s fire, but most of the rifles were so clogged with mud that the bolts could not be made to work. All traces of trenches had been obliterated, and this ill-fated garrison found itself at dawn … lying unprotected in the open in front of the farm, with two machine guns trained on it at fifteen-yard range, hopelessly cut off on both flanks and to the rear. Inevitable capture followed.”1

One member of the unit, CSM St. John, somehow evaded capture and made his way back and told Lt. C. E. M. Richards, his immediate commanding officer, what happened. Richards, in turn, forwarded the information to battalion headquarters, but the message was delayed for an unknown reason and did not arrive until 10:30 a.m. Immediately thereupon Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence dispatched three platoons of the 5th South Lancashires, a support company, to drive out the Germans from the area. The South Lancashires met little resistance in reoccupying the farm and what remained of its buildings. After dark they were reinforced by another platoon belonging to their battalion.2

[image: Image]

18. Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge: 24–25 May 1915

The other flash point never amounted to much. In the afternoon Germans were seen assembling opposite Hooge and Bellewaarde, but British artillery broke up the concentration before it could develop into an attack. For the next ten days there was very little action as the Germans confined themselves to sniping, petty engagements, and desultory shelling.

The British took advantage of the respite to improve their trenches, partially fill their depleted ranks, augment their artillery, distribute more effective gas masks to the men, and make changes in the reorganization of their forces. As each day of relative quiet passed, hope strengthened that the Second Battle of Ypres was over. Capt. G. A. Stevens (8th Durham Light Infantry), like many British soldiers in the front line, was optimistic that the worst was over. His diary for 21 May includes these words: “The big battle of Ypres is now over pretty well and the Germans have chucked it; we don’t get bombarded anything like we did, at times it was appalling almost. We really are beating the ‘Boches’ now and have found a way of overcoming the poison gas.”3 Unfortunately for the British there was yet another major engagement to fight.

The line established at the end of the Battle of Frezenberg was defended by the same weary and weakened divisions of the V Corps. Its units were deployed, from right to left, as follows: the 83rd Brigade (28th Division) was positioned north of Hill 60; the 1st Cavalry Brigade (1st Cavalry Division) occupied the trenches as far as Menin Road; on the other side of Menin Road up to Bellewaarde Lake lay the 2nd Cavalry Brigade (also belonging to the 1st Cavalry Division); the 85th Brigade (28th Division) with attached units from the 151st Brigade (50th Division) manned the stretch from Bellewaarde Lake to Zonnebeke Road; the 10th Brigade (4th Division) was situated between Zonnebeke Road and Shell Trap Farm; and the 12th Brigade (4th Division) carried the line beyond it, linking with the right flank of Joppé’s 152nd Division at Turco Farm.4 The 84th Brigade (28th Division), stationed east of the GHQ Line, was in reserve.

Albrecht now set in motion plans to push home the kind of attack he intended on 13 May but had been forced to postpone. The ten-day pause allowed him to resupply his army as well as fine-tune his plan of attack. Bloodied by his persistent attacks for three weeks, all of his divisions were understrength and in a weakened state, but fresh reinforcements were unavailable because of Germany’s commitment elsewhere. Still he retained a comfortable numerical superiority, able as he was to put five divisions in the line against the six defending British brigades: on the German left flank the 30th Division stood south of the Menin Road, while on the opposite side the 51st Reserve Division was concentrated northeast of Ypres; in the center were the 53rd and 54th Reserve Divisions as well as the 39th Division. Besides the advantage in manpower, he retained an overwhelming superiority in guns of every caliber, had a limitless supply of ammunition, and he could, providing wind conditions were favorable, employ poison gas. Everything was ready for his last big push set to begin on 24 May—Whit Monday.

The British detected no unusual activity behind enemy lines during the night of 23–24 May. At this time of the year the days were longer, the nights shorter, and first light was early, about 2:30 a.m. By 2:15 a.m. all troops on duty along the salient were at “stand to” as part of their normal routine. The direction of the wind had changed and was now blowing from east to west, just as it had on 22 and 24 April. Preparations therefore were made in anticipation of a gas attack. The units were put on alert; vermorel sprayers, used to neutralize any gas hanging about the trenches, were sent forward and the order went out to keep all respirators wet.5

The first sign that something was afoot occurred at 2:45 a.m., when the Germans sent up four red flares, followed by two others in front of the Wieltje sector. Immediately the Germans opened with guns of all caliber, supplemented by rifle and machine-gun fire. At the same time they released gas from south of Hooge to near Turco Farm, an area that extended four and a half miles and covered most of the V Corps’ front. The amount of gas released was on a scale larger than anything yet experienced and the fumes rose forty feet above the ground. In all but the front of the 85th Brigade, the German trenches were so close that the defenders could hear the hissing of the gas as it emerged from the cylinders. The faint breeze barely moved the gas clouds, which hung over the trenches an inordinate amount of time, in certain sectors half an hour or more, and its effects were felt for hours as far as twenty miles behind the front line. The defenders were not caught by surprise but, as the gas cylinders in most places were so near, many were overcome before they could put on their rudimentary respirators. As a rule in the past, the Germans had waited for the poison fumes to dissipate before going over the top but on this occasion they attacked almost simultaneously with the release of the gas.

The battle of Bellewaarde Ridge was fought in three distinct areas of the line: on the left between Turco Farm and Zonnebeke Road; in the center from Zonnebeke Road to Bellewaarde Lake; and on the right south of Bellewaarde Lake and across Menin Road toward Hill 60. The bombardment accompanying the release of the gas was intense and lasted four and a half hours, severing all telephone communication. As was to be expected the amount of the gas moving across British trenches varied, with some areas barely touched and others so concentrated that it blotted out houses and trees. Messages had to be carried by runners crossing gas-filled country, swept by artillery and machine guns. Many of the messengers failed to reach their destination. Moreover the pall of black smoke and dust, mixed with the gas cloud, obscured the view of enemy movements and much of the fighting. All of this made it, in the words of the British Official History, “unusually difficult to determine the exact sequence of events in different parts of the field, especially as the units that suffered most had little leisure to record times.”6

It is perhaps easier to follow the widespread fighting if we begin by examining the events in the center of the British front occupied by the 85th Brigade. Holding the brigade’s line north of the Ypres-Roulers railway were 8th Middlesex and 9th DLI (151st Brigade), each supplying two companies, with the 2nd Essex located in between, while to the south of the tracks stood the 3rd Royal Fusiliers and half the 7th DLI. The trenches in this sector were on the reverse slope of Bellewaarde Ridge and in pitiful condition. The torrential rain of previous days had created a muddy liquid in the standing area and the walls, undercut by water, were constantly falling in. They offered practically no protection against the deluge of shells that fell on the defenders from early morning on.7

The enemy initiated action around 3 a.m. by releasing toxic fumes, accompanied by a heavy bombardment in which gas shells were directed behind the trenches to prevent reinforcements from moving forward to threatened areas. A soldier who was present wrote, “For two hours we were served with this abominable gas, the smell of which is beyond description. Though we had respirators on we fairly choked. It was difficult to breathe, and everyone was gasping for fresh air. Luckily the wind changed and improved things for us.”8

The Germans followed with a fierce attack along the entire front of the 85th Brigade. They were initially driven back by rifle and machine-gun fire, with heavy losses. “I am pleased to say the Germans got something for their dirty action,” a member of the 8th Middlesex declared with satisfaction. “They were knocked down by hundreds. Our artillery did good work.”9 But the enemy continued to hammer away, intensifying their effort against the 8th Middlesex and the 2nd East Surreys. The men in the two battalions put up an excellent defense but the outcome was inevitable. After two hours or so of fighting, the Germans overwhelmed and practically annihilated the two companies of the 8th Middlesex and a company of 2nd East Surreys next to them, and drove through the wide breach, attempting to exploit their gains north and south of the Ypres-Roulers railway. But their effort to work up the northern side was foiled by the rest of the East Surreys and the 9th DLI, reinforced by the 8th DLI.10

The Germans had more success in making progress south of the railway. Here Maj. A. V. Johnson of the 3rd Royal Fusiliers sent half of B Company to cover his left on discovering that the trenches north of the railway had been abandoned.11 That mission did not succeed and both officers in charge were killed. In the meantime A and D Companies, which had endured gas and intense shelling, came under heavy attack. Telephone communication between the units in the field and brigade headquarters was persistently interrupted by shellfire after 5 a.m., but ultimately ceased. At 5:30 a.m. brigade headquarters was informed that the majority of the Royal Fusiliers were incapacitated and that reinforcements were urgently needed.12 Thereupon Brig. Gen. C. E. Pereira, the new commander of the 85th Brigade, ordered two companies (C and B) and then a third (D) of 2nd Buffs from his reserves to move up to the front. At 6 a.m. the telephone operator of D Company of the Royal Fusiliers reported to brigade headquarters that his unit was retiring to its support trenches.13 To make matters worse news arrived a short time later that the 7th Durhams had also abandoned their trenches. By then the garrisons of both units were sadly reduced by the shelling and the effects of the gas, and practically all their officers had been killed or wounded.

At 7 a.m. Major Johnson received a hand-delivered message from Pereira, instructing him to counterattack and indicating that two companies of Buffs would act as supports, while the remaining companies of East Surreys would cooperate north of the railway. Pereira thought it was essential to slow down the enemy’s progress in that sector while he made preparations to mount a larger operation to close the gap in the front line. On the way up the first two Buffs companies had to cross over mostly bare ground. Predictably they were sighted by the enemy and suffered severely from the terrible shelling.

Johnson assembled the remainder of B Company and a handful of stragglers and advanced against a ridge some two hundred yards south of the railway crossing. The attack miscarried and in subsequent action Johnson was hit and taken to a dressing station. Major Baker, the second-in-command, rallied the survivors in the third line just behind Railway Wood. The Germans responded by trying to work around Baker’s right flank. With the help of the Buffs—only about two hundred in C and B Companies had reached the front—Baker extended his line south of the railway and frustrated the enemy’s turning movement.14 With the arrival of D Company the Buffs were charged with trying to reinforce a small isolated party of Royal Fusiliers in a trench that connected with the East Surreys north of the railway. They tried on two occasions and each was unsuccessful. Later in the day when a detachment of about a hundred territorials belonging to the 8th Durham Light Infantry came up they were given the same task.15 The territorials had not shown the steely determination of regular units when exposed to the gas and now were entrusted with an assignment that the seasoned Buffs had twice failed to complete. To reach the trench in question they had to advance two hundred yards under fire over an open field without any cover whatsoever. The bodies of Buffs killed during their previous attempts still lay on the ground and were a stark reminder of the nature of the challenge.16 The adjutant of the 8th DLI, Captain Stevens, summed up what happened in a letter to his mother: “On the 24th … Germans broke through in one place. We were sent up under the most awful fire in the open, but we got what we had left up with great skill. Reported to Royal Fusiliers. CO Major Baker asked us to support and reinforce thirty men (all that remained of a company); he told us it was almost impossible and that the Buffs had failed twice but we had a dig at it, and the gods being with us, won through and held the trench for the rest of the day and night till relieved.”17 At the end of the day the 3rd Royal Fusiliers had held on to their position but at an exorbitant cost. Baker wrote in his report:

Many men passed back to the dressing station in an incapable condition from the effect of the gas, which appeared on this occasion to be very strong, but fortunately the breeze from northeast stiffened sufficiently to blow it away in a couple of hours. It was with considerable difficulty that one could retain the men in the line … as they were subjected to shellfire in addition to enfilade and rifle fire.… I should wish to add that out of a total of 17 officers, 16 were killed, wounded, or missing. From 8 a.m. onward I was the only survivor. Out of 880 rank and file … 150 men remained ultimately with me. The rest were killed, wounded, or missing.18

While this was going on, Pereira was trying to figure out how to recapture the front line. It was one thing for him to strike when he had adequate reinforcements at his disposal, quite another when the only manpower resources on hand were two weak companies of the 8th Middlesex and a handful of 2nd Buffs who had been held back. Fortunately General Bulfin came to the rescue and notified him that the 84th and 80th Brigades would be sent to carry out the operation. But the two brigades had some distance to travel until they could arrive on the scene. The Germans helped by not immediately following up their gains once they had broken through the 85th Brigade’s front and occupied the trenches of the 3rd Royal Fusiliers. They had taken a good deal of punishment and paused to reorganize and bring up supplies and reinforcements before taking the next step.

Farther to the south in the sector of the 1st Cavalry Division the line was defended by the 2nd and 1st Cavalry Brigades. The 2nd Cavalry Brigade was astride the Menin Road while on the right the 1st Cavalry Brigade held the line up to almost the end of Sanctuary Wood. The units of the 1st Cavalry Brigade (11th Hussars, Queen’s Bays, and 5th Dragoon Guards) were fortunate in that the gas cloud drifted slightly to the northwest and left them largely unaffected by it. On top of this, the Germans were concentrating their attacks on other parts of the British line. Thus the 1st Brigade had no difficulty in holding its own. But farther to left things were not going well, giving rise to concern about the security of the 1st Brigade’s flank.

The 2nd Cavalry Brigade’s front was manned by the 9th Lancers and 18th Hussars, supported mainly by the 5th Durham Light Infantry. Here the gas was thick and lingered above the front trenches, obscuring the enemy from view. Since the defenders assumed that the Germans were following closely behind the toxic fumes, they opened up with rifle and machine-gun fire. The Germans absorbed the casualties and continued to advance, only to fall in droves before the trenches of the defenders. The worst part in the early going was the effect the gas was having on the brigade. The lookouts were generally late in sounding the warning because the darkness had shielded the approach of the deadly gas. The men were asleep in the trenches and many were asphyxiated before they were able to put on their respirators. In fact even the respirators offered only limited protection, as a later investigation on the effects of the gas concluded.19 Lt. Col. (later Brig. Gen.) Archibald Home, a high-ranking staff officer attached to the 1st Cavalry Division, was on the scene when some of the soldiers, incapacitated by the gas, struggled to return, or were brought back, to the rear. He left a record of what must have been for him, and others who assisted the disabled soldiers, an unnerving spectacle:

At about 4 a.m. the first lot of infantrymen who had been gassed came by. We promptly put men across the road and herded them into the field close by so that we could see those really bad and those who were panicky.… The number of men we collected soon grew to about three hundred and we began sorting them out and sending them back. A great many were very bad, they were very sick and suffered from violent fits of coughing, and were a pitiful sight. Then a great many absolutely collapsed, the doctors soon grew very busy.20

With communications broken, it was impossible during the early action to establish what was happening in the 2nd Cavalry Brigade’s sector. There were minor break-ins here and there but supports held up the enemy’s advance. As reports began to filter into 2nd Brigade headquarters, the CO, Brig. Gen. R. L. Mullens, ordered the 15th and 19th Hussars, from the 9th Cavalry Brigade, the divisional reserve, to bolster the hard-pressed front line. Before the reinforcements reached the front, Mullens and his staff succumbed to the effects of the gas. Thereupon Brig. Gen. W. H. Greenly, who commanded the 9th Cavalry Brigade, was placed in charge of the 2nd Brigade and the various units attached to it, and directed “to straighten things out.”21

Around 10 a.m. the German 39th Division, aided by units of the XXVII Reserve Corps, poured through the gap south of the railway, overwhelmed the 18th Hussars above Hooge, and while forging ahead, ran into the 9th Lancers commanded by Maj. D. J. E. Beale-Brown. The Lancers occupied trenches astride the Menin Road with A Squadron (Capt. A. N. Edwards) on the right, B Squadron (Capt. Francis Grenfell) on the left, and C Squadron (Capt. R. L. Benson) in reserve some two hundred yards in the rear.22 The Lancers had been reinforced by the 5th DLI, which had been temporarily broken up, with some resting at Hooge and the remainder attached to A Squadron.

Presenting a coherent picture of the 9th Lancers in action on the 24th has been a challenge. The narrative of the fighting in the regimental history of the Lancers is so condensed and the timeline so distorted as to be of little value.23 The dearth of reliable information from the British perspective may explain why both Sir James Edmonds and John Dixon glossed over the events in this sector. But the stellar defense of the Lancers merits more than a few passing remarks. I have pieced together from various sources an account that is by no means complete but hopefully clear and detailed enough.

The men were warned to expect gas but had never encountered it before. Driven by a very light wind, the gas hung over the trenches in full density for over an hour and all the occupants were affected to varying degrees. Some, seeing their comrades reeling and gasping, falling unconscious or dying at the bottom of the trench, broke and ran to the rear, while most found reserves of willpower to remain at their post. The German foot soldiers followed closely behind the gas, which helped shield them until they were close to the defenders’ trenches.

The first sign of trouble came after noon when the Germans captured part of the sector manned by the DLI. The trenches here were on a slope and overlooked the Lancers’ A Squadron. The Germans made the most of their tactical advantage and bombed their way toward A Squadron’s trench. A detachment of Germans worked around the flank and gained a foothold at the entrance of the trench and worked their way down with the assistance of bombs. Facing an enemy in front of and inside the trench, the Lancers were driven back toward a stream. They fought furiously and on more than one occasion a trooper would catch a bomb and hurl it back before it exploded. That they made the Germans pay for every yard they gained was noted by the regimental historian of the 11th Hussars (who were on the right of the 9th Lancers): “At every traverse a barricade was hastily made and defended, but with the aid of a plentiful supply of bombs, each one was blown up by the Germans in time. At length the last traverse before the stream was reached, and here the squadron held the enemy by a most gallant defense, led by the squadron leader.”24

With their back to the stream, the Lancers occupied a line north and south of the original trench. Of immediate concern to the squadron leader, Capt. A. B. Lawson, was the enemy’s machine gun, which continued to take a toll on his diminishing garrison. He ordered Lt. R. A. L. Hartman to collect some men and try to silence it. Although only about fifty yards away, it could not be reached without crossing open ground. Hartman did as he was told and assembled a mixed collection of men, mostly from the 11th Hussars. What followed is described in his diary:

We started off across the open, but before we had gone a dozen yards most of my scrap collection were hit and the others ran back to the stream. The man next to me was hit four times in the bottom, a great many more bullets ricocheting off the blade of his entrenching tool. I could see the tool bouncing. Private Walland, lying in the open, had a duel with a German, who shot through his breeches and his bandolier and knocked off the butt of his rifle before Walland, with a buttless rifle, got him through the head. All this time I was waiting to get a shot at the machine gun, but could not make out where it was. I could see no flash or dust. I do not think it was humanly possible to take it as we tried to.25

As the one chance to lessen the lopsidedness of the fight had failed, Lawson eventually decided to abandon the trench above the stream and assemble all the men in the one at the bed of it. Here, together with the remnant of DLI, 18th Hussars stragglers, and whoever he could scratch from nearby units, he formed a defensive line at right angles to the stream. Desperate for more help, he sent Hartman to bring up the supports. Hartman was unable to locate them. Neither could battalion headquarters shed any light on their whereabouts when Hartman made his report to Maj. R. J. P. Anderson, the second-in-command of the regiment. Anderson then ordered that a flank be organized in a communication trench south and parallel to Menin Road, in case it became necessary to evacuate the low ground by the stream.

Although the 1st Cavalry Brigade had not been heavily engaged in the fighting, it followed events closely on the front of the 2nd Cavalry Brigade. Thus its commander, Lieutenant Colonel Pitman, acted quickly to seal the gap on the left of the Lancers before a monumental disaster occurred. He ordered two companies of East Yorkshires to form a barrier behind the captured trenches. Pitman considered mounting a counterattack to recover the lost ground but on further reflection gave up the idea as the Germans were in a commanding position and their line of fire was unobstructed.

In the meantime the position of the Lancers’ A Squadron, or what remained of it, had become untenable. Arrangements were then made to bring it into B Squadron’s communication trench. C Squadron was sent forward to reoccupy the position vacated by A Squadron but would be relieved later in the day by two platoons of the 1st Y&L Regiment and returned to its old trenches.

While A Squadron had gone through a hellish day of fighting, the same could be said for B Squadron. With reports early in the morning that the gas had driven many men away from the front, the remaining company (A) of 2nd Buffs and the 15th Hussars were sent up to fill the gaps in Grenfell’s sector.26 With the arrival of reinforcements, Grenfell planned to counterattack with A Squadron of the Hussars to hold back the Germans who had broken through north of Menin Road. However, he abandoned the idea when he realized that there were too few troops on hand to stop the Germans advancing on a broad front.27 Instead he formed a new firing line facing north to protect his flank.28 To guard against efforts by the enemy to work around his position, another firing line was established, this time facing southwest. As the Germans could be seen sweeping in a southerly direction toward Railway Wood, Grenfell’s men were able to catch them in the flank. Their fire was so intense and unrelenting that the Germans wavered and their advance came to a halt.29

The fighting lasted all day and, when it ended, B Squadron was a mere shell of its former self. Among the dead was Captain Grenfell, shot in the back while busy converting the communication trench into a firing line. The thirty-four-year-old Grenfell, a polo player of international fame, came from a notable military family. He was sharp, diligent, good natured, and utterly fearless, qualities that earned him the respect and admiration of his men. In the opening weeks of the war he had given ample proof of his mettle. Although hit and badly injured, he led a charge against a large body of unbroken German infantry at Audregnies on 24 August 1914 and helped save the guns of the 119th Field Battery. For his gallant conduct, during which he was wounded a second time, he was awarded the Victoria Cross. While recuperating in England, he was deeply affected by the death of his twin brother, Riversdale, better known as “Rivy,” who had been killed in action. In October he returned to France, only to be seriously wounded again and shipped back to England for treatment. In the spring of 1915, after a farewell dinner, at which close friends Winston Churchill and John Buchan were present, he was sent to the Ypres Salient for what would turn out to be his last posting. As he lay dying he told the men kneeling and standing by his side, “Tell them I die happy and that I loved my squadron.”30 “If it had not been for his gallant defense,” the historian of the 11th Hussars wrote, “the left flank of the 11th Hussars would have been placed in much greater danger than it actually was.” Grenfell was buried in the churchyard at Vlamertinghe, appropriately next to Sergeant Hussey, a tough and courageous NCO in the 9th Lancers.31

All in all the 9th paid a heavy price for its tenacious stand—208 killed or wounded out of 350 that went into battle—but its sacrifice had protected the left flank of the 11th Hussars. In the early hours of the 28th a party of some forty Lancers, all that remained after being relieved, passed through the crumbling streets of Ypres on their way back to Vlamertinghe. In the dim light outside the town, Brigadier General Mullens, who had evidently recovered sufficiently from the effects of the gas to be back at work, met the little group of Lancers. They were stumbling from sheer exhaustion; their clothes were caked with dirt and their faces yellow from the gas. Mullens was so moved that he did not trust himself to address them and instead turned to an accompanying colonel: “Tell them that no words of mine can express my reverence for the 9th.” His sentiment was echoed by General Byng, Commander of the Cavalry Corps, the following day when he spoke to the remnant of the regiment: “Nothing you can say will be adequate to my feelings for the old 9th. Of course I knew you would stick it, but that doesn’t lessen my unbounded admiration of you all.”32

For the 2nd Cavalry Brigade the worst was over by early afternoon on the 24th. The Germans had either shot their bolt or were content with their gains and did not press home their advantage. Thereafter the consolidation process began, though the fighting dragged on in desultory fashion for the remainder of the day. There was no respite for the bloodied A Squadron of Lancers, which had fallen back through Squadron B’s communication trench. Along with attached units, it was diverted to cover the left of the East Lancashires, who were in the support trench behind the broken part of the front. A squadron of Queen’s Bays was brought around the right flank of the East Lancashires and linked up with the 9th Lancers’ line near Hooge.33 To act as supports, Greenly ordered his only reserve, the 4th Dragoon Guards, to take a position in the GHQ Line behind the East Lancashires.

In the sector of the 4th Division, the 10th and 12th Brigades defended the extreme left of the British front. The 10th Brigade (Brig. Gen. C. P. A. Hull) had in the line, starting from Zonnebeke Road on the right, the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, two companies of the 7th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and the 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers, their left company now garrisoning Shell Trap Farm. To the left of the farm the 12th Brigade (Brig. Gen. F. G. Anley), with the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment, the 1st King’s Own, and the 2nd Essex, carried the line all the way to Turco Farm, where it joined the right of the 152nd French Division. The German attack here did not come any more of a surprise than it did in other parts of the line. All the men were awake and “stand to” was just over, and the men were enjoying their ration of rum. Lt. Col. A. Loveband, commander of the 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers, had been especially vigilant, sensing that a gas attack was imminent. He made the rounds of the trenches, warning the company commanders to be prepared and reminding them to instruct the men to keep their respirators damp. Additionally he made certain that the ten vermorel sprayers were in working order and distributed along the trenches. The acting adjutant of the Dublin Fusiliers, Capt. Thomas V. Linky, to whom the task of compiling the battalion’s war diary fell on the 24th, wrote,

At about 2:45 a.m. the Col. and I were standing outside our dugout, some four hundred yards behind the first line of trenches, looking in the direction of Shell Trap Farm, when we saw a red light thrown up in the German lines to the northwest of the Farm, and immediately three lights (red) were seen directly over Shell Trap Farm and a few more lights (red) in the German lines … southeast from where we were standing. A few seconds later a dull roar was heard—more like an explosion (certainly not a shell)—and we saw the gas coming on either side of Shell Trap Farm. The colonel shouted, “Get your respirators boys, here comes the gas!” We had only just time to get our respirators before the gas was over us.34

The gas was dense, except in a few areas, and drifted gently, taking a considerable time to pass over the trenches of the British brigades. The warning to expect a discharge of gas and good gas drill reduced the impact of the toxic fumes. Discipline was maintained for the most part, but there were instances when men left the trenches, unable to withstand the effects of the gas. When that happened their officers tried to stop their flight and in many cases succeeded in leading them to the support line.

Shortly after the gas was released, the Germans advanced in overwhelming numbers and fell on the trenches of the 4th British Division. The only inroads they made in the first onslaught was around the much disputed Shell Trap Farm, which was defended by the 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers. Given the proximity of the opposing trenches, the Germans had to cross only about thirty yards of no-man’s-land. It is not surprising that a number of Fusiliers did not even have time to put on their respirators. Following closely behind the gas the Germans entered into some of the Fusiliers’ trenches and eventually gained control of the farm, now reduced to a heap of “mud and rubble.” Through the swirling gas, an officer of the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) at battalion headquarters drew attention to a body of Dublin Fusiliers fleeing from the direction of Shell Trap Farm. Minutes later, at 4:45 a.m., Loveband called on the 9th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders (27th Division), which had been placed at his disposal, to move forward from a retrenchment several hundred yards in the rear and cover the gap. Shortly before 5 a.m. Loveband learned that the Germans had seized trenches previously occupied by the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment—as will be described later in the chapter—on his left and he proceeded to inform the 1st King’s Own Regiment of this development. The King’s Own replied that it would deal with the Germans in the trenches of the Royal Irish Regiment (on its right) if the Dublin Fusiliers attacked those in the farm.35

The 9th A&SH were on the move as soon as the gas began to clear from the front but due to a misunderstanding went in the wrong direction, toward B and A Companies holding the center and right trenches of the Dublin Fusiliers, instead of advancing up against Shell Trap Farm. When the Germans remained undisturbed in the farm, Loveband wondered what had become of the 9th A&SH. Thus he sent a second message to the OC of the 9th A&SH: “Enemy are in Shell Trap Farm, please send up two companies at once and counterattack and reoccupy farm. Germans are in right side of farm.”36

In the meantime the Royal Dublin Fusiliers continued to be subjected to a merciless barrage of heavy shells and, adding to their misery, were enfiladed by a German machine gun firing from a trench formerly held by the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment. Since telephone lines had been cut, Loveband sent a runner to deliver a message to 10th Brigade headquarters: “The Germans are in Shell Trap Farm and I can see a few in small building on right of farm. Get artillery to shell it. I believe my two platoons are still holding trench to left of farm. The Germans have occupied the right trench … of Royal Irish. Have been unable to get up the two companies of Argylls in support line so far. Argylls in retrenchment have moved up, but I fear to my center and right, and I am not sure if any went up to the farm. Reinforcements are required. Situation not satisfactory.”37

Loveband had good reason to worry. His companies were being hard-pressed and all had been severely reduced in numbers. Capt. Basil Maclear, in charge of A Company on the right, reported that more men were required to fill the growing gap between B Company (in the center) and D Company on the left in front of the farm. Maclear’s observation was confirmed by a junior officer who had crawled down with a message from D Company that it was in a bad way and cried for reinforcements, maintaining that even with the supports in the front line only one man per five yards was capable of using a rifle.38 The 9th A&SH had swung too far to the right and only a few were on the scene to help D Company. Amid the exchange of messages, Loveband, who was standing at the back of the dugout, was struck by a bullet coming from behind—possibly from friendly fire—and died immediately.

As the morning wore on, the plight of the companies worsened. A message received from B Company revealed that the Germans were entrenching themselves between Shell Trap Farm and D Company. It added that its own company was extremely weak and in dire need of supports. Even more ominous was the news from Maclear: “Very many of [our] men are surrounded. We must have reinforcements.”39 All who knew Maclear were aware that he was not easily rattled. Born in Hampshire, the thirty-four-year-old graduate from Sandhurst was a veteran of the South African War. Nearly six feet tall and solidly built, he was a superb athlete, excelling in cricket and football (in the United States the term is soccer). Perhaps because of his excellent physical condition, he was not seriously affected by the gas and moved about in the trench, wetting the respirators of some of his men or helping to put them on. “He was perfectly splendid,” wrote a survivor, “and exceeded even himself.”

When the Germans began to penetrate the trenches of D Company, Maclear led a party to drive them out. Hurling bombs as he advanced he was heard to shout to the enemy, “Come on! Do you want more?” when suddenly he fell, shot through the throat, and died within a few minutes. The news of his death was reported far beyond his district. There was not a newspaper or article that did not contain some tribute to this soldier, whose achievement and character had made a deep impression on so many.

The blow to Maclear’s men and friends was devastating. “No words can describe his loss,” wrote a member of his unit, “he was a man every single one of us would have risked our lives to save. There is a blank in our regiment now that will never be filled. It nearly took all the heart out of me to see him go down.” A boyhood friend sadly observed, “It was hard to realize that one so vitally alive was dead.… Had he only been a great athlete our sorrow would have been less deep and less needed. It was his loss as a man that his friends deplore.”40

The machine gunner attached to B Company informed battalion headquarters of Maclear’s death and added that the Germans held the trenches from Shell Trap Farm “to about 200 yards toward us.” He reiterated the desperate need for help. Battalion headquarters requested reinforcements one last time from the brigade “or all is lost,” but none arrived in sufficient numbers to make a difference. By midday the battalion had been completely destroyed. The battalion war diary concluded by saying, “From about 2:30 p.m. there was no fighting in our trenches. Everyone held on to them to the last. There was no surrender, no retirement, and no quarter given or accepted. They all died fighting at their posts.”41 All that remained out of 17 officers and 651 other ranks at the end of the day were 1 officer and 20 men.42

The day ended equally badly for the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment (Lt. Col. R. G. S. Moriarty) located on the left of the Dublin Fusiliers. The gas sweeping across its front was very thick and, despite the precautions taken beforehand, many of the men were overcome. The fall of Shell Trap Farm had opened the way for the Germans to break into the Royal Irish trenches—as already noted—and, by pushing bombing parties forward, succeeded in forcing the battalion, save a company next to the 1st King’s Own, to withdraw to the rear. Lt. Col. C. J. Griffin of the 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers, who occupied a trench behind the front, recognized the worsening plight of the Royal Irish as well as the widening gap between them and the Dublin Fusiliers. Accordingly he sent A Company under Capt. J. Collis-Browne to help the Royal Irish and to partially fill the gap. As soon as A Company came into view it drew heavy machine-gun fire from Shell Trap Farm, which drove it to the left of the gap where it entered the trenches on the right of the 1st King’s Own. The maneuver had accomplished nothing. Of the 120 men that had set out, only 30 and their commander, who had been wounded in the stomach, reached the front line.43

While the 2nd Dublin Fusiliers and the 2nd Royal Irish were being driven back in front of and to the left of Shell Trap Farm, their desperate calls for help alerted the headquarters of the 10th Brigade and the nearby 12th. Brig. Gen. C. P. A. Hull (10th Brigade) ordered the 1st Royal Warwickshires to mount a counterattack to recover the lost trenches; coincidentally Brigadier General Anley (12th Brigade) sent similar instructions to the 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers. Each apprised of the other’s intent, the two brigadiers arranged for a joint operation, which commenced at 10:20 a.m. following an artillery bombardment. The Lancashires, with their right advancing against Shell Trap Farm, came under such heavy fire that fifteen minutes later they were brought to a standstill, four hundred yards short of their objective.44 The Warwickshires did not fare any better despite the daring of L. Cpl. W. Milner, who won the DCM for carrying a machine gun across open ground, then set it up and emptied belt after belt into enemy positions.45

With the failure of the attack, the two brigadiers met at 12:30 p.m. and decided to make another combined effort at 2 p.m., and that this time it should be supported by a more extensive artillery barrage to deal with the enemy’s machine guns. However, before the scheduled starting time, the reports coming in revealed that the Germans were in possession of all the Royal Irish trenches as well as the front line of the Dublin Fusiliers. The knowledge that the whole angle of the front was lost led to a change in plans.

During the two brigadiers’ deliberations there was no letup in the action along their fronts. Assisted by French 75mm field guns on the west side of the canal, the 1st King’s Own, in keeping with its pledge to Loveband, halted the Germans from advancing along the trench wrested from the Royal Irish. A bombing party led by Capt. A. B. Woodgate deserves much of the credit for turning the tables on the Germans. The regimental history describes the gallantry of Woodgate (who was later awarded the DSO) and his men in overcoming the challenges posed by the enemy: “The position was a difficult one; the enemy was in force and appeared to have an unlimited supply of hand grenades, and this part of the trench was also being heavily shelled; the parapet was breached in several places, exposing anyone passing to hostile fire from the Germans in front. In spite of this and the inevitable delay in collecting sufficient hand grenades, the party not only succeeded in stopping the Germans but in recapturing two traverses and taking a German flag, which had been put up to mark their position.”46

The 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, on the far right of the 10th Brigade’s front, with maximum warning and farthest away from the gas discharge, were not affected as seriously as some of the other British units. They stood firm and had no trouble in repulsing the enemy’s first rush. As the fighting continued, B Company under Capt. George Bull was experiencing difficulty in keeping the Germans at bay. Bull noticed that no firing was coming from a group of buildings on the right, supposedly held by the 2nd East Surreys near the Zonnebeke Road. He sent a patrol headed by Lt. W. H. Liesching to investigate the cause. Liesching discovered that all the men in the buildings had been incapacitated by the gas and that he had arrived in the nick of time. The Germans had almost reached the buildings, the capture of which would have allowed them to enfilade the flank of B Company. Immediately Liesching and his men opened fire and scattered the Germans.47

It often happened during a firefight that individual acts of bravery occurred, and on this day Pvt. G. Wilson, attached to a machine-gun team, deserves to be singled out. When all members of his crew were disabled after being blown out of an emplacement, he carried the gun to a new position and, operating it alone, cut down wave after wave of charging Germans. He was awarded the DCM but would not survive the war, dying of wounds on 18 June 1915.

On the left of the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, the gains made by the Germans around Shell Trap Farm had increased pressure on the 7th A&SH to a dangerous level. As already noted, the Irish Fusiliers were one of the few battalions of the brigade that had matters under control on their front. In fact they felt sufficiently secure to send two platoons from their reserve company around 3:15 a.m. to assist the 7th Argyll. Attesting to the ferocity of the fighting here, the two platoons remained with the 7th Argyll for the rest of the day and by all accounts took a good deal of punishment.

By midday two gaps existed in the British line, one running from south of Shell Trap Farm to the Wieltje–St. Julien road, some 1,200 yards, and the other south of the Ypres-Roulers railway to as far as Menin Road. In between the gaps and south of Menin Road to the edge of Sanctuary Wood, where the attacks ended, the rest of the front remained intact.

Anley had a difficult decision to make after he learned of the extent of the breach south of Shell Trap Farm. Maj. Gen. H. F. M. Wilson, unable to keep in touch with the rapidly changing events on the battlefield as his signal communications were constantly cut, had placed Anley in charge of the 4th Division troops east of the canal during the afternoon. Before taking any action, Anley consulted with Brigadier General Hull, whose headquarters on the canal bank were close to his own. An experienced soldier, Anley came to realize that the effort to regain the trenches would require a large operation, rather than a local counterattack, as he had initially envisaged, and he simply did not have sufficient available forces to carry it out. What made the task even more daunting was the loss of the eastern end of Hill Top Ridge (southwest of Shell Trap Farm), from where the enemy could enfilade the left flank of an advance. Thus Anley concluded that he must remain on the defensive for the time being and, if necessary, withdraw the troops on either side of the gap to the support line, about a thousand yards to the rear. Hull, who agreed with the decision, was told to be prepared to pull back his troops should circumstances warrant it. A temporary lull in the fighting followed in this part of the line. British accurate rifle fire had again been on display and it was typical of the Germans, when meeting stern resistance and taking heavy casualties, to pause and consider their options. By failing to exploit the advantage they had gained in the morning, they missed an opportunity to envelop the rest of the 12th Brigade.

To south, where a 2,000-yard gap had been created north of Menin Road, the defenders were struggling to hold back the German tide, which had almost reached Railway Wood. As previously mentioned, Pereira wanted to launch a counterattack but his available units were woefully inadequate and he had been ordered to wait for the arrival of the 84th and 80th Brigades, in reserve west of Ypres, before making such a move. The 84th Brigade (Brig. Gen. L. J. Bols) had been involved in the fighting on 8 and 13 May and was drastically reduced in strength. The 1st Welch Regiment was the strongest of its five battalions, over 600 strong, at least on paper, but able to muster only 450 men for the attack. Each of the remaining battalions were fewer in numbers and not only lacked trained officers and NCOS but also consisted largely of newly arrived recruits. It did not help that the men, who normally had dinner at noon, were ordered forward on an empty stomach. Given the threatening developments in the fighting line, there had been no time to feed them.48

The battalions moved in succession across country toward the GHQ Line and, spotted by an enemy balloon along the way, came under heavy and accurate bombardment, sustaining a considerable number of casualties. There were delays in exiting the GHQ Line, for the battalions could only file through a few narrow openings in the wire. The first companies to pass through the gaps in the wire suffered from the lingering gas and took additional casualties from the shelling; owing presumably to their inexperience, they crowded together and got tied up in the crossing. The companies of the 1st Welch that followed avoided repeating the same mistake thanks to Maj. R. T. Toke, an alert officer who took over when the commanding officer, Lt. Col. T. O. Marden, was seriously wounded on the way up. Toke directed the Welch companies to cross by successive rushes, with the result that they got through without the loss of a single man.

Before the battalions formed up in their designated areas, the scope of the operation had been scaled back. The 80th Brigade (27th Division), which had been placed under the control of the 28th Division, was supposed to act in conjunction with the 84th Brigade. But, as commonly happened in battle, the order to counterattack arrived belatedly, around 4:30 p.m., and a further delay was to be expected before the men were ready to march. It was clear that the 80th Brigade (Brig. Gen. W. E. B. Smith) could not arrive on time to assist the 84th Brigade already deployed for the attack. Thereupon Major General Bulfin instructed Bols to proceed alone and attack the stretch of ground between Menin Road and the railway so as to recapture the trenches given up by units of the 85th Brigade. Not only would Bols’s men be counterattacking without the assistance of the 80th Brigade, but owing to lack of intelligence, they were unaware of the precise location of the enemy.
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19. Area of Operations of the 80th and 84th Brigades

By 5 p.m. everything was in place for the attack to begin. The total number of men and officers in the brigade was a little over two thousand, less than half its original strength. The brigade was deployed with the 2nd Cheshires and 2nd Northumberland Fusiliers in the first line, the 1st Welch and 1st Suffolks in the second, and a composite regiment of the 1st and 3rd Monmouthshires in reserve in the GHQ Line. Each of the two leading battalions was to attack in three lines on a one-company front. The Cheshires, with their left resting on the railway, were to advance toward Railway Wood, while the Fusiliers, with their right next to Menin Road, were to direct their attack against Witte Poort Farm, though there was no indication that it was occupied by the enemy. The 1st Welch were to support the Fusiliers’ thrust and the Suffolks, south of Menin Road, were to sweep around the German flank in “Y” Wood.

The Germans had begun to consolidate their early morning gains when the two leading British battalions received the signal to advance from their assembly positions. They had barely moved forward when they came under heavy fire from Railway Wood and Witte Poort Farm. The Northumberland Fusiliers were surprised to meet resistance in front of the farm. They had simply been told to advance in the direction of the farm and had no idea that it was held by the Germans. Now they had to fight to capture it. The Germans were not present in great numbers but they had set up a machine gun in an advance post as the key to their defense. The Fusiliers’ plan of attack was hurriedly prepared and poorly executed. Moreover British artillery support was too light to make much of an impression on German positions. Lt. Col. W. Basil Emery, who was in charge of the 27th Division’s artillery east of Ypres, was unaware that the 80th Brigade had been detailed to cooperate with the 84th Brigade until informed by Brigadier General Smith at the eleventh hour. In 1926 Emery explained to Edmonds how the belated notice had hampered the brigades’ chances, although his recollection of the commencement of the operation was off by two hours.49

When Brigadier General Smith arrived at Menin Gate … he told me that he had been ordered to make a counterattack in conjunction with the 84th Infantry Brigade and that it was timed for 7 p.m. (I think). I remember that it gave me very little time to warn round the batteries, and the greatest difficulty was to get hold of an officer to accompany the … brigade and to arrange telephonic communication, as we were very short of officers by that time. Eventually the young officer who was sent up managed to keep me informed of the progress of the attack and so enabled the guns to vary their rates of fire and ranges … as seemed necessary; but real cooperation was impossible owing to any information about a counterattack being withheld from the artillery until the last moment.50

By late afternoon the Fusiliers were able to overrun the German defenders and take control of the farm, though at a terrible cost in lives. The remnant of the Fusiliers pushed a short distance beyond the farm when they ran out of steam and dug in for the night. By then the regiment was a mere shadow of itself, with most of its officers wounded or killed, including its commander. “Salier (in command), O’Dowd, and I were the only three officers left,” 2nd Lt. C. R. Freeman remarked later, “with as far as I could see a mere handful of men.”51

The other units involved in the attack made even less progress, although all suffered significant casualties. According to the regimental history, the Cheshires, on the left of the Northumberland Fusiliers, lost their direction and cohesion, and only a few men came within two hundred yards of their objective.52 The 1st Welch, acting in support of the Fusiliers’ drive toward Witte Poort Farm, crossed Menin Road, but stiffening enemy resistance brought them to a standstill.53 The Suffolks, for their part, attempted a flanking movement, only to be halted by a deadly fire from “Y” Wood.54

Thus far the units had acted in isolation without cooperating or even gaining touch with one another. The Welch attempted to make contact with the Fusiliers on their left and the Suffolks on their right, but it was apparent that no movement could take place until darkness fell. Since contact with brigade headquarters had been lost, Major Toke, as the senior officer, assumed command of the three battalions. At 8:30 p.m. Toke ordered a fresh attack but enemy fire, particularly from machine guns, resulted only in negligible gain of ground. The men had reached the end of their tether and their ranks were too depleted to justify a further effort. Toke went back to brigade headquarters, where he reported personally to Bols.55

Needless to say, Bols was disappointed at the failure of the attack but at least the long-awaited arrival of the 80th Brigade was over. The 80th Brigade had reached the GHQ Line at 7 p.m. and, while the men rested behind it, their commander, Brigadier General Smith, endeavored to communicate with the cavalry and the 84th Brigade. Eventually Smith managed to contact Bols and the two arranged a meeting at which it was agreed to make a joint night attack. Zero hour was set for 12:30 a.m. on 25 May. Judging from the 84th Brigade’s war diary, it does not require exceptional perspicacity to conclude that the proposal to attack was ill-advised and that the only result to be expected was more casualties. The inference here was that the brigadiers had not given sufficient consideration to the conditions under which the second attack was to take place. The relevant excerpt in the war diary runs as follows:

The 84th Brigade was by this time somewhat muddled—the inexperienced company commanders had been unable to keep touch or direction, NCOS were insufficient to control untrained troops. The men had no food since the early morning and were completely exhausted. The GOC saw the OC Welch and Suffolk and a representative of the Cheshire. The Northumberland Fusiliers appeared to have been so heavily punished in the first attack that as a battalion were a negligible quantity. The Monmouths, sent for at 11:30 p.m. did not arrive until 2:30 a.m.—too late to use (it was getting light at 2:30 a.m.).56

The 80th Brigade was spared enemy harassment when filing through the wire of the GHQ Line late at night. Around 11 p.m. it advanced from right to left with the 4th Rifle Brigade and the 3rd King’s Royal Rifle Corps in the first line, and the 4th King’s Royal Rifle Corps and 2nd King’s Shropshire Light Infantry in the second. The fifth battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, was held in reserve. Their movement to the assembly points was carried out quietly and without incident. The two frontline battalions of the 80th Brigade were to advance between Bellewaarde Lake and Eclusette—a place northwest of Hooge—with the remaining two backing the 84th Brigade, which would attack in accordance with its former line of advance.

It would have been a miracle if the operation had succeeded. For one thing the position of the enemy was unknown to the units of the 80th Brigade. For another the plan to the scattered battalions could not be properly communicated and the 84th Brigade as a whole was weak, particularly the Northumberland Fusiliers, who were badly depleted.

The battalions of the 80th and 84th Brigades began to move forward around 12:30 a.m. on 25 May. In the bright moonlight they advanced practically up to the enemy’s trenches without drawing fire. Although they were clearly visible, the Germans held their fire until they advanced closer and made better targets. Suddenly the Germans opened up, their rifle and machine-gun fire at point-blank range was so intense that some of the British units were forced back, justifiably so in most cases, without closing with the enemy. However, the effort appears to have been lacking on the part of at least one battalion. The war diary of the 3rd KRRC concedes that its battalion was not heavily engaged and suffered only light casualties.57 Yet for other units the fighting was severe and at close quarters. That was certainly true in the case of the 1st Welch, whose objective was the hill behind Railway Wood. The regimental history offers a graphic description of the action:

The assault was met by a terrific fire, but, nothing daunted, the survivors of the battalion reached the top of the ridge and drove the Germans back with the bayonet.… There was a desperate struggle on the top of the ridge among the battered trenches and shell holes, but the Germans were finally driven back, retiring to a trench some twelve yards behind. The situation was now exceedingly critical, and a platoon of the KSLI attempting to reinforce the Welch was annihilated by machine-gun fire. Only two officers and a handful of men remained to hold the ground so dearly won.58

The King’s Shropshires, marching in the direction of Railway Wood, had orders to cooperate with the Welch on their right and to capture Bellewaarde Farm, no matter the cost. Immediately ahead of the Suffolks ran a sunken road with a deep ditch on the side and farther back at the lower end lay a field, in which the Germans were entrenched. The distance that the Suffolks had to cover before reaching the farm was about a hundred yard. On a front of four hundred yards two companies were put in the firing line, with the remaining two in support. The Suffolks had only taken a few steps forward when they ran into withering machine-gun and rifle fire. The history of the battalion summed up what happened next: “Men fell in heaps everywhere and within minutes the advance was definitely held up.” The attack had failed, although an officer, two NCOS, and half a dozen men dug in along the sunken road, where they were gradually joined by soldiers from other units until their total number reached nearly a hundred.59

Given the sad state of the Northumberland Fusiliers, it was not surprising that they, too, failed to make any progress. That they should even have been included in the attack can only be attributed to callous indifference. By then they were reduced to a pitiful handful of men and three officers, the acting commander Capt. E. H. Salier and 2nd Lts. C. R. Freeman and M. V. O’Dowd. But Salier rounded up the men and, in compliance with his orders, led them forward. Once they passed a hedge on the far side of a ridge and were sighted by the enemy, they came under murderous fire. Salier was wounded and O’Dowd killed, leaving Freeman, the sole fit officer, in charge of the skeletal band of Fusiliers. Freeman, along with a sergeant, had sought cover in a shell hole. He would later explain his predicament:

It was beginning to get light enough to see around and, apart from the one sergeant in the shell hole with me, there were as far as I could see about half a dozen of us in shell holes with the Germans in holes or a trench not very far from us. On the right and left of us we had no flank troops at all. I saw the men on either side of me shot, and I had a few rounds’ duel with a tin helmet in front of me. I never knew more of the outcome of this than that my opponent gave up plugging the parapet on my shell hole.60

It did not take long for Freeman to conclude that he could not stay in his current position, so he directed his men to withdraw by the same way they had advanced. Minutes earlier Freeman had miraculously escaped injury but as he dashed back his luck ran out and he was shot through the shoulder. He related what happened next:

I crawled back over the ridge, to find a remnant of some seven of the battalion digging in with entrenching tools between Cambridge Road and Witte Poort Farm. There were also a few of some other battalion, which had presumably come up overnight, but no one seemed to know what was on the flanks. The farm building was shelled off and on throughout the morning, but we were left comparatively quiet in front of it.… I sent one of our fellows with a message addressed to General Bols (I had not the faintest notion of the number of the brigade), reporting that we were “in the air” and without water or rations.61

In his wounded condition, Freeman made it back to the rear area, but before he could locate brigade headquarters he was taken to a casualty ward where he apparently collapsed. The battalion history has a thoughtful postscript about the wounded officer but it need not be stressed that there were thousands of young men in the British Army with similar experiences: “So ends the story of a young officer, twenty-two years of age, who, after two months’ training with the Special Reserve Battalion, had joined the 2/Fifth on the eve of battle, and, ignorant even of the brigade to which he belonged, had been left with the terrible responsibility of being the last of the officers of his battalion to survive this ill-fated counterattack.”62

It had been a calamitous night for the Fusiliers. The two fruitless attacks had cost them in killed or wounded 13 officers and 350 other ranks. The battalion for all intents and purposes was finished. The 1st Welch, initially the strongest regiment in the brigade, had, if anything, suffered more grievously and was practically nonexistent at the end of the fighting. Of the 450 men who took the field, the battalion had lost 17 officers and 389 other ranks. The other units engaged that night had also sustained heavy losses, with one or two exceptions. In the end nothing had been accomplished.

With the advantage of hindsight, attacks that apparently miscarry sometimes produce substantial results in the long run. But in this instance can a case be made in support of the night counterattacks to compensate for the copious outpouring of blood? The battalion history of the Northumberland Fusiliers, which raised the question, answered in the affirmative. It conceded that if “all the circumstances in which this counterattack was thrown in are considered, it is difficult to believe that, from the outset, there can have been any very great hope of it ending other than it did.” But the author, Brig. H. R. Sandilands, justified the decision on the grounds that “the critical situation had demanded urgent action,” undoubtedly echoing the thinking of the High Command. He concluded by saying that the loss of life had not been in vain “but had served toward preventing the enemy from exploiting the initial success of the early morning and so continuing an effort that by evening he had been forced to abandon.”63 The statement appears to have been based more on wishful thinking than hard facts. How could an outnumbered assaulting force facing an entrenched enemy, backed by machine guns and artillery, hope to achieve anything meaningful? It would have made more sense if the brigades had dug in at the edge of the gap and waited for the Germans to advance. There is plenty of evidence, as shown in this narrative, that the Germans at Ypres were reluctant to press home an attack when encountering stiff opposition. In our scenario, British riflemen would have had a field day and suffered far fewer losses. The British Official History takes no position on the matter. Its only pronouncement was that the counterattacks filled the gap between the 85th Brigade and the 2nd Cavalry Brigade, but it neglected to add that this could have been achieved without the near destruction of the two British brigades.

It should be noted that the British Official History does describe a minor successful action that night in the cavalry sector. As the light was fading, Brigadier General Greenly ordered Maj. G. E. Bayley, commanding the 1st York and Lancaster, to send one of his companies in Zouave Wood to clear the Germans out of the few remaining houses in Hooge. The Yorks accomplished their task quickly and efficiently, sending the surviving Germans running back in the dark to be fired at and killed by their own comrades.64 By driving the Germans away from Zouave Wood, those holding “Y” Wood, a more advanced position, were left exposed. However, although the operation did produce a small tactical benefit, at least on paper, it certainly did not begin to compensate for the major losses sustained that night.

To wrap things up for the day we must return to the northwestern sector of the 12th Brigade, where Brigadier General Anley had abandoned the idea of a counterattack around Shell Trap Farm and opted to assume a defensive posture. Much as he wanted to regain the lost ground, there was little hope that he could lay his hands on enough reinforcements in view of the demands on the reserves from other areas in the British line. Anley was therefore delighted when a staff officer from V Corps arrived at 4:50 p.m. to tell him that the French had consented to place three battalions of the 152nd Division under his command to take part in a counterattack, which he was ordered to make after dark. Anley immediately sent Capt. W. C. Garsia, GSO3 of the 4th Division, to Joppé’s headquarters to coordinate the operation.

Around 7:40 p.m. Garsia returned with the news that the French battalions were not to be employed except in support of the 12th Brigade’s counterattack. Already in the midst of the planning stage, Anley could not have been more disappointed. If it was left to his depleted and weary battalions to spearhead the counterattack, there was little or no chance that the abandoned ground could be recaptured. Lt. Col. A. A. Montgomery, GSO1 of the 4th Division, was with Anley when the French communication was received. He had been sent by Major General Wilson to finalize the details of the counterattack. However, the condition the French had placed on the use of their forces had now altered matters.

Anley agonized as to whether he should go ahead with or cancel the counterattack. Adding to the pressure was that the decision had to be made quickly owing to the short night. If he proceeded with the operation, it would take time to move the troops involved into position and arrange for artillery support. Alternately, if he judged withdrawal to be the wisest course, it was necessary that the order be given without delay so that it could be carried out before daylight broke. Anley did not have the luxury of referring the options to Wilson at divisional headquarters since all the telephone wires had been cut. And as the distance between the two headquarters involved a two-mile walk, delivering a message by courier would have caused undue delay.

Anley explained to Montgomery that without the assistance of the French, or the arrival of a large body of fresh reinforcements, the only troops available for the counterattack were two companies of 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers and two battalions borrowed from the 11th Brigade. All were understrength and worn out and evidently inadequate to carry out such a large operation. Montgomery saw the hopelessness of Anley’s position and at 8 p.m. gave the order to withdraw the 7th A&SH (10th Brigade) as well as the 1st King’s Own and 2nd Essex (12th Brigade) to the Divisional Line and the so-called French Switch—a term for a former French trench connecting the supply line to the front near Turco Farm—which ran behind and parallel to the road linking Turco Farm to Wieltje. As a result the British would be abandoning an insignificant waterlogged triangular wedge of ground a thousand yards deep near Shell Trap Farm. The 2nd Monmouth Regiment was assigned to dig a trench from the left of the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers to join the new line at Wieltje Farm so as to form a continuous front.

Wilson, to whom Montgomery reported on his return to divisional headquarters, expressed his approval of the ordered changes and by 2:30 a.m. on the 25th the withdrawal of the 12th Brigade was completed without incident. Outposts in the new line were subsequently established in front of Wieltje and a few other places.65 The French, never easy to deal with, required some persuasion to induce them to readjust their line at Turco Farm to conform to the new British position.

The decision to withdraw was not only sound but overdue. British leaders were slow to recognize the futility of counterattacks prepared in haste, carried out by insufficient numbers of men, and without proper artillery support. Surrendering a small and worthless piece of ground to the enemy was not worth the casualties to regain it, unless the salient was placed in jeopardy. The only thing that should have mattered to the 4th Division, as well as to the other formations along the British front, was to prevent a breakthrough. It is true that by the end of the day the British had managed to keep their line intact, but it could have been accomplished with far fewer losses.

For the Germans, the Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge represented their last-ditch effort to evict the British from the salient and capture what remained of Ypres. On the evening of 24 May, German Supreme Command notified Fourth Army headquarters that no more major operations should be undertaken. Thereafter the fighting at Ypres died down. The Germans had fought a series of engagements lasting a month and their units had suffered severe losses, with some practically annihilated, and all were worn out and required rest. Large drafts were essential to bring them back to fighting strength, but the necessary reserves, which normally might have been available, were involved in the offensive on the eastern front.

The British, if anything, were in a worst state than the Germans. Time and time again they were assaulted by superior numbers, backed by overwhelming artillery fire that was often accompanied by a discharge of gas, and they endured hardships that one can only imagine. Yet to their credit they had stayed the course. In the process, however, they had sustained massive casualties and all their units were understrength and exhausted. The kind of reserves they required to replace their losses and spell their men in the line were unavailable because of the current British offensive at Festubert. Divisional, brigade, and battalion commanders were unsure about how much longer their men could continue to resist the enemy. A case in point was the following entry by Capt. Ralph Smith, an artilleryman, in his diary on 25 May after talking with Lt. Col. A. J. Poole (1st Warwickshires): “The Colonel of the Warwicks told me that if they were again attacked with gas tonight, he thought they could never hold out as the men were dog tired.”66 To make matters worse the British Amy was practically out of artillery shells, except for a little shrapnel. In these circumstances it is fortunate that the British were not put to the test again.

After a month of savage fighting the battle had ended in a stalemate. Whether the outcome would have been different if Albrecht had staked everything on one final assault is an intriguing question, but one that cannot be answered with certainty. Albrecht had ample material resources but the fighting spirit of his depleted and exhausted army was gone, or nearly so, and the attack was unlikely to have been pressed with determination. If, on the other hand, he could have laid his hands on a few fresh divisions, Ypres would almost certainly have fallen. But by denying him the requisite forces to achieve his objective, Falkenhayn had forfeited the opportunity to possibly alter the course of the war.


Retrospect

THE SECOND BATTLE OF YPRES was not a major engagement like the Somme or Passchendaele in terms of duration, losses, and units involved, but neither was it a minor affair. Cyril Falls’s verdict was that Second Ypres “was, for its size, one of the most murderous battles of the war.”1 Indeed no battle in 1915 was bloodier, fought under harsher conditions, or, for that matter, more pivotal. The casualties on both sides exceeded 100,000. The British lost 59,275 men as compared to the admitted German total of 34, 873.2 However, the figures showing British losses as much heavier than those of the Germans are misleading. Lightly wounded German troops who returned to duty were not counted as casualties. That said, even if the same criteria were applied to both sides, it is probable that the number of Germans killed, wounded, and missing would still have been less than those of the British, though not by much.

The Second Battle of Ypres introduced two elements to the fighting on the western front. The first was poison gas, a terrifying and gruesome weapon barred from use in warfare by the Hague Convention. It never became a war-winning weapon thanks to the untested Canadians, who, with only improvised and inadequate protection, stood firm after French forces on their left had fled in panic. Thereafter the psychological impact of gas had passed and, with the development of effective respirators and an alarm system, it was seen as just another horrifying weapon of war.

The second pitted artillery fire against infantrymen. The troops available to Albrecht were not only of dubious quality but insufficient to replace all his losses or allow him to exploit opportunities. Consequently he was compelled to change tactics and rely on his formidable material advantage for success. After the initial rush, the German formula remained constant. Open with a massive bombardment to weaken the garrison, release gas when the winds are favorable, and send troops with the object of mopping up and consolidating gains. Victory was to rest more on material force than on the determination and caliber of the troops. The Second British Army had nowhere near the material and human resources available to the Germans. In facing heavy odds, its men had to rely mainly on their rifles. Fortunately they could fire with such rapidity and accuracy as to break up enemy attacks time and time again. If the British leaders learned one lesson from Second Ypres it was that they needed to vastly increase their arsenal of heavy guns and ammunition stock to match, or at least approach, that of the Germans if they wished to avoid so unequal a struggle in the future.

Apart from these novel features, Second Ypres was similar to other battles fought on the western front. In it the following elements were seen: the grim life in the trenches; the futility of sending masses of men against an objective without adequate preparation and due regard for obstacles; inept and callous leadership resulting in the terrible toll of killed and, in the end, nothing achieved.

Quite apart from concern about enemy attacks, shelling, and gas, there were nonlethal aspects of trench warfare that men, already close to the breaking point, had to deal with, sometimes on a daily basis. One can only imagine what it was like to stay put for days on end with never a chance to rest, knee deep in liquid mud, occasionally slipping and falling in the loathsome slime, walking hunched over during daylight hours to avoid snipers’ bullets, lashed by rain, pierced by winds that cut and numbed, tormented by lice and revolted by, and constantly beating off, the swarms of rats everywhere. Such was the life of men in the trenches. Nearly half a century later Stanley Downs (North Somerset Yeomanry) recalled that nothing he faced at Ypres surpassed the hardships he endured in the trenches elsewhere: “I seem to remember the discomfort worried [me] more than anything else, the fact that I was smothered in mud, every shell that came over seemed to be slipping tons of earth down my neck, and the fact that I was standing ankle deep in mud was one of the things I kept thinking about and wondering whether I could get out of that misery.”3 Private Hearne (Monmouthshires), for his part, summed up his battle experience in the salient as follows: “Of Ypres a volume could be wrote [sic]. If Hell is worse, then that is bad.”4

For students of the First World War there are intriguing questions arising from the conduct of the battle. In the first place was the Ypres salient worth defending? The decision of Allied leaders to cling to Ypres was based on political and emotional considerations. It was the only city in Belgium that had not fallen to the Germans and the argument advanced was that its fall would undermine morale. The British had also expended rivers of blood in November to defend the area and the idea of giving it up was unthinkable. Yet the salient, quite apart from the fact that it had no strategic value, was a death trap. The Germans held the ridges to the east and, given their unobstructed view, the fire from their guns could reach every corner of the Allied position. The retention of a small piece of shattered landscape was hardly worth the price paid. It would have been more sensible for the Allies to withdraw behind the west bank of the Yser Canal, where their line would have been shorter and stronger.

If the Allies were determined to hold on to the salient in defiance of logic, should they not have been more vigilant? To be more precise, why did the gas come as a complete surprise? There were certainly plenty of warning signs. For one thing a German deserter had disclosed that a gas attack was in preparation and he produced a crude respirator as proof of his claim. For another, reliable Belgian sources not only corroborated the prisoner’s story, but notified GQG that the Germans had purchased twenty thousand mouth respirators from a factory in Ghent to protect their men against the effects of asphyxiating gas. That said, can a case be made as to why such evidence went unheeded? It could be argued that another German deserter contradicted the testimony of the earlier one; that nothing happened on the day the Germans were supposed to release the gas; that air reconnaissance had not detected the concentration behind the front of large enemy forces usually required to launch an offensive; and that the Allies believed the Germans, even though they had behaved abominably at times, could not possibly stoop to use a horrible weapon that had been condemned by the Hague Convention. Thus there were obviously grounds for skepticism.

But even if the whole thing had been a German ruse, what would have been the damage if preventative steps had been taken? A responsible approach would have been to thin the front line, consult chemists on the ways to reduce the effect of poison gas, alert the men of the enemy’s possible use of a toxic weapon, and equip them with respirators patterned after those taken from the German deserters or, failing that because of time constraint, at least distribute gauze and cotton waste, which were readily available. Had Allied leaders acted prudently, it would have minimized the psychological terror of the unknown, probably forestalled the panic and rout that ensued among the French troops, reduced casualties, and brought an end to the battle much sooner.

During 1915 the Germans remained on the defensive in the west, except for their attack against the Ypres salient. Their development of poison gas offered them a potent solution to end the deadlock. That they missed a golden opportunity to do so must be laid at the doorsteps of the OHL. The German Supreme Commander, Gen. Erich von Falkenhayn, was unsure about the effects of his new secret weapon and saw it essentially as an experiment. He had no plans to break through to the sea and, in fact, no objectives beyond ejecting the Allies from the salient. Because of his commitments in Russia and elsewhere he had no extra divisions to offer Albrecht. Forced to fight with only his own resources, Albrecht did not have standby troops to take advantage of the breakthrough. It was rather short-sighted, some might say even stupid, on the part of the Germans to prematurely unleash their potentially war-winning weapon, not to mention invite worldwide condemnation, simply to achieve a local success.

While the German High Command deserves the criticism it has drawn for failing to appreciate the potentiality of the new weapon, it need also be said that Albrecht did not help his own chances by his costly miscalculations at the outset of the battle. He did not prepare a follow-up plan and the objectives he set were too limited. The attack, depending as it did on the wind direction, began near the end of the afternoon with only a few hours of light left. By the approach of sunset the movement of the attacking force ended even though the path ahead was generally clear. Finally Albrecht did not commit enough of his own reserves on opening day. Since he could expect no outside help, he felt it necessary to avoid squandering manpower lest he be left in a vulnerable position. If he had thrown in more of his available reserves on the first day, he would not have had to worry about conserving manpower. Albrecht did learn from his mistakes. If his attack on 22 April had been as well planned and executed as the one two days later, he would undoubtedly have broken all the way through to Ypres or, alternately, swung eastward and trapped the fifty thousand Canadian and British troops in the salient.

Albrecht may have been somewhat handicapped by the overall quality of his divisions, but whether the outcome would have been different if he had commanded better troops is difficult to gauge. The War Diary of the XXIII German Reserve Corps is unmerciful in describing the effort of its infantry. “Unfortunately the infantry had become enfeebled by trench warfare and had lost its daring and its indifference to heavy losses and the disintegrating influence of increased enemy fire effect. The leaders and the brave-hearted fell, and the bulk of the men, mostly inexperienced reinforcements, became helpless and only too inclined to leave the work to the artillery and trench mortars.”5

Still the Germans enjoyed far greater advantages than the British during the battle, which more than offset the questionable quality of their infantry. They, of course, had a deadly weapon in gas, plenty of guns, and a lavish supply of ammunition, as well as favorable terrain from which to bombard, launch assaults, and repel counterattacks. Yet the best they could do is slice off a part of the salient.

That the Germans did not enjoy greater military success cannot be attributed to the wisdom of the British High Command. During the initial phase of the battle the British response to German initiatives was for the most part dictated by the French. After the breakthrough on the first day, General Foch sought to regain the lost ground and requested British support. Each time plans were made for a joint attack, the French made little or no move, leaving the British to carry the load virtually alone. Without a genuine French endeavor from the left flank, concentrated German fire doomed the operations and resulted in much higher Canadian, British, and Indian losses than otherwise would have been the case. When Smith-Dorrien tried to prevent the slaughter of his troops in hopeless attacks, Sir John responded by sacking him for supposedly succumbing to undue pessimism, though the real motive was personal resentment.

Foch acted in bad faith for he saw Ypres as essentially a British problem and from the beginning sought to limit French involvement in the fighting. He promised more than he knew he could deliver and each time got away with it. Through flattery and subtle pressure he had no difficulty in manipulating Sir John into bearing most of the burden to recover the lost ground.

Why did Sir John succumb to Foch’s unfulfilled promises repeatedly, even though he must have known of the obvious consequences? John Dixon has suggested that the field marshal needed to be seen to comply with Kitchener’s orders to give the French every assistance.6 Kitchener’s instructions, however, placed conditions on the extent of British cooperation and certainly did not include suicide attacks. Kitchener impressed upon Sir John at the time he took charge of the British Army in August 1914: “I wish you distinctly to understand that your command is an entirely independent one, and that you will in no case come in any sense under the orders of an Allied General.” While the field marshal was to act “most sympathetically with the plans and wishes of our Ally,” he was to avoid embarking on reckless adventures and to keep in mind “that the greatest care must be exercised toward a minimum of loss and wastage.”7 The plain truth was that Sir John was insecure and intimidated by Foch, who was supposedly reputed to be a first-class soldier and commander. He desired to be seen in a favorable light by Foch and lacked the backbone to question his commitment or logic.

The criticism of Sir John’s conduct during the battle has been harsh but warranted. To paraphrase Liddell Hart, it is justifiable for a commander to err in the heat of battle when the choices are difficult. It is another matter when his mistakes are due to professional incompetence, negligence, or want of moral courage. For Sir John to throw away thousands of men’s lives when the prospects of success were nonexistent was nothing short of criminal.8

While the Canadians drew high praise from both allies and foe for their valiant stand in their baptism of fire, it should not obscure the severe and more prolonged strain that the British units endured. The 1st Canadian Division, it should be remembered, was pulled out of the firing line before the close of April, leaving British divisions to carry the vast burden of the fighting an additional four weeks and, in the process, suffer much heavier losses.

Since the second phase of the battle in the month of May was fought almost exclusively in the British part of the front, there was little need for French cooperation, except occasional requests for artillery support. Although the British High Command continued to lay down policy, its influence on operations was negligible, its work essentially confined to supplying its front with ammunition, rations, material, and reinforcements, when required. Control of the fighting was left to battalion commanders, junior officers, and senior NCOS, who directed the shifting, confusing defense that often had to be improvised on the spot. Their leadership was sound enough to limit the progress of the Germans during the crucial engagements on the 8th, 13th, and 24th–25th of May.

Still there is plenty of room to complain about the needless loss of life associated with the High Command’s obsession that lost ground must be regained at all costs. It was absurd to try to recover trenches from which troops had been driven out by heavy shellfire. Even if regained, what was to prevent the enemy’s powerful artillery from rendering them untenable again a short time later? In the case of break-ins caused by the enemy’s infantry, the automatic reaction was to order counterattacks. These were ill prepared and conducted with little or no reconnaissance, poor coordination between the units and commanders, and lack of artillery cover. Incredible as it may seem, the method of attack remained unchanged throughout the battle. Apart from the first assault at midnight on 23 April by the 10th and 16th Canadian Battalions, none of the succeeding ones came close to gaining their objectives. The British leaders had not grasped the lessons of the bloody Canadian and Indian counterattacks and repeated the same mistakes. The worst part was that the counterattacks were, on the whole, unnecessary. The commonsense approach would have been to build a barrier behind the broken part of the line, set up a field of fire, and then smash the German forces as they advanced in broad daylight across open ground.

In the final analysis it is obvious that the British had escaped disaster because of the stellar conduct of the common soldier at the front. Second Ypres has been likened to Inkerman as a soldier’s battle.9 It was the infantry that had stood in the firing line for thirty-three days fighting against overwhelming odds and enduring poison gas, unprecedented artillery barrages, exhaustion, enemy assaults (sometimes from two or three sides), and poor tactical decisions from above, not to mention a host of other problems like lack of food and water, biting cold weather, and different types of physical ailments spawned by living in trenches. It was the infantrymen that considered it a sacred duty to hold on, no matter what the cost to themselves. It was the soldiers in the field that charged fortified enemy positions without a moment’s hesitation even in the face of almost certain death. Well might it be said that Second Ypres was an enduring monument to the incredible courage, resiliency, and gritty determination of the men in the Second British Army. Their heroic stand had denied the Germans a significant victory, one that might well have turned the tide of war to their advantage.


Appendix

BRITISH ORDER OF BATTLE



4th Division: Maj. Gen. H. F. M. Wilson



10th Brigade: Brig. Gen. C. P. A. Hull






	



	1/R. Warwickshire

	1/R. Irish Fus.

	7/Argyll & Suth. H. (TF)




	2/Seaforth

	2/R. Dublin Fus.

	 





11th Brigade: Brig. Gen. J. Hasler






	



	1/Somerset LI

	1/Hampshire

	London Rifle Brig. (TF)




	1/E. Lancashire

	1/Rifle Brigade

	 





12th Brigade: Brig. Gen. F. G. Anley






	



	1/King’s Own Royal Reg.

	2/Lancashire Fus.

	5 /S. Lancashire (TF)




	2/Royal Irish

	2/Essex

	2/Monmouthshire





RFA Brigades





	



	XIV. (68, 88 Btys.)

	XXX II. (27, 134, 135 Btys.)




	XXIX. (125, 126, 127 Btys.)

	 







5th Division: Maj. Gen. T. L. N. Morland



13th Brigade: Brig. Gen. R. Wanless O’Gowan






	



	2/KOSB

	1/R. West Kent

	9/London (TF)




	2/D. of Wellington’s

	2/ KOYLI

	 





14th Brigade: Brig. Gen. G. H. Thesiger






	



	1/Devonshire

	1/D. of Cornwall’s LI

	5/Cheshire (TF)




	1/E. Surrey

	2/Manchester

	 





15th Brigade: Brig. Gen. E. Northey






	



	1/Norfolk

	1/Cheshire

	6/King’s (TF)




	1/Bedfordshire

	1/Dorsetshire

	 





RFA Brigades





	



	XV. (52, 80 Btys.)

	XXVIII. (122, 123, 124 Btys.)




	XXVII. (119, 120, 121 Btys.)

	XXX. (How.) (130 Bty.)







27th Division: Maj. Gen. T. D’O. Snow



80th Brigade: Brig. Gen. W. E. B. Smith






	



	2/KSLI

	4/KRRC

	PPCLI




	3/KRRC

	4/Rifle Brigade

	 





81st Brigade: Brig. Gen. H. L. Crocker






	



	1/R. Scots

	2/Cameron

	9/R. Scots (TF)




	2/Gloucestershire

	1/Argyll & Suth. H.

	9/Argyll & Suth. H. (TF)





82nd Brigade: Brig. Gen. J. R. Longley






	



	1/R. Irish

	2/R. Irish Fus.

	1/Cambridgeshire (TF)




	2/D. of Cornwall’s LI

	1/Leinster

	 





RFA Brigades






	



	I. (11, 98, 132, 133 Btys.)

	XX. (67, 99, 148, 364 Btys.)





XIX. (39, 59, 96, 131 Btys.) (All 4-gun batteries)

VII. (How.) (61st Bty.)



28th Division: Maj. Gen. E. S. Bulfin



83rd Brigade: Brig. Gen. R. C. Boyle






	



	2/King’s Own

	1/KOYLI

	5/KORR




	2/E. Yorkshire

	1/York & Lancaster

	3/Monmouthshire (TF)





84th Brigade: Brig. Gen. L. J. Bols






	



	2/Northumberland Fus.

	2/Cheshire

	12/London (TF)




	1/Suffolk

	1/Welch

	1/Monmouthshire (TF)





85th Brigade: Brig. Gen. A. J. Chapman






	



	2/Buffs

	2/E. Surrey

	8/Middlesex (TF)




	3/Royal Fus.

	3/Middlesex

	 





RFA Brigades





	



	III. (18, 22, 62, 365 Btys.)

	CXLVI. (75, 149, 366, 367 Btys.)





XXXI. (69, 100, 103, 118 Btys.) (All 4-gun batteries)

VIII. (How.) (37 & 65 Btys.)



50th (1/Northumbrian) Division (TF): Maj. Gen. Sir W. F. Lindsay



149th Brigade (1/Northumberland): Brig. Gen. J. F. Riddell





	



	4/Northumberland Fus.

	6/Northumberland Fus.




	5/Northumberland Fus.

	7/Northumberland Fus.





150th Brigade (1/York & Durham): Brig. Gen. J. E. Bush





	



	4/E.Yorkshire

	5/Green Howards




	4/Green Howards

	5/Durham LI





151st Brigade (1/Durham LI): Brig. Gen. H. Martin





	



	6/Durham LI

	8/Durham LI




	7/Durham LI

	9/Durham LI





RFA Brigades





	



	I. Northumbrian

	II. Northumbrian (All 15-pds.)




	III. Northumbrian

	IV. Northumbrian (5-in Hows.)







1st Cavalry Division: Maj. Gen. H. de B. de Lisle



1st Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. C. J. Briggs






	



	Queen’s Bays

	5/Dragoon Guards

	11/Hussars





2nd Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. R. L. Mullens






	



	4/Dragoon Guards

	9/Lancers

	18/Hussars





9th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. W. H. Greenly





	



	15/Hussars

	19/Hussars





RHA Brigade

VII. (HI & Warwickshire [TF] Btys.)



2nd Cavalry Division: Maj. Gen, C. T. McM. Kavanagh



3rd Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. J. Vaughan






	



	4/Hussars

	5/Lancers

	16/Lancers





4th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. Hon. C. E. Bingham






	



	6/Dragoon Guards

	3/Hussars

	Oxfordshire Hussars




	 

	 

	(9Yeo.)





5th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. Sir P. W. Chetwode






	



	R. Scots Greys

	12/Lancers

	20/Hussars





RHA Brigade

III. (D, E, J Btys.)



3rd Cavalry Division: Maj. Gen. Hon. J. H. G. Byng



6th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. D. Campbell






	



	3/Dragoon Guards

	1/Royal Dragoons

	N. Somerset Yeo.





7th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. A. A. Kennedy






	



	1/Life Guards

	2/Life Guards

	Leicester Yeo.





8th Cavalry Brigade: Brig. Gen. C. B. Bulkeley-Johnson






	



	Royal Horse Guards

	10/Hussars

	Essex Yeo.





RHA Brigade

XV. (C, K, G Btys.)

CANADIAN ORDER OF BATTLE



1st Division: Lt. Gen. E. A. H. Alderson



1st Brigade: Brig. Gen. M. S. Mercer 1st Battalion: Lt. Col. F. W. Hill

2nd Battalion: Lt. Col. D. Wilson

3rd Battalion: Lt. Col. R. Rennie

4th Battalion: Lt. Col. A. P. Birchall

2nd Brigade: Brig. Gen. A. W. Currie

5th Battalion: Lt. Col. G. S. Tuxford

7th Battalion: Lt. Col. W. R. F. Hart-McHarg

8th Battalion: Lt. Col. L. J. Lipsett

10th Battalion: Lt. Col. R. J. Boyle

3rd Brigade: Brig. Gen. R. E. W. Turner

13th Battalion: Lt. Col. F. O. W. Loomis

14th Battalion: Lt. Col. F. S. Meighen

15th Battalion: Lt. Col. J. A. Currie

16th Battalion: Lt. Col. R. G. E. Leckie

Divisional Artillery: Brig. Gen. H. E. Burstall

1st Brigade, CFA: Lt. Col. E. W. B. Morrison

2nd Brigade, CFA: Lt. Col. J. J. Creelman

3rd Brigade, CFA: Lt. Col. J. H. Mitchell
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