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Abstract 

 

Douglas Haig is a controversial figure in British history. He is often personally blamed for 

sending thousands of men to their death at the Battle of the Somme and refusing to adapt his 

tactics in line with modern warfare. This further led on to the assumption that he did not care 

about the men he commanded. The objective of this dissertation is to challenge those perceptions 

by reviewing Haig’s actions as a Corps Commander and later as Field Marshal. Following on 

from revisiting the war years, Haig’s record in relation to what he did to help veterans will be 

assessed also. 

  



2 
 

Introduction 

Douglas Haig went to France in 1914 commanding roughly half of the British 

Expeditionary Force. During the summer and autumn, he fought a series of defensive and 

offensive engagements against the German Army. He successfully withdrew his men from 

Belgium during the Great Retreat, thus avoiding encirclement and destruction. Despite the odds 

against him, Haig maintained the effectiveness of his forces through 1914 and 1915, refusing to 

buckle to the might of German military power, through resilience, optimism and effective 

strategy. 

The weight on his shoulders did not lighten once he was promoted to Field Marshal. The 

Somme was not his first challenge of the war but was his first as leader of the British 

Expeditionary Force. As leader of the British Army, the first challenge Haig encountered was not 

a military matter like planning a battle or responding to a German offensive, rather it was a 

political and diplomatic dilemma between the Anglo-French alliance. This dilemma lead to the 

Battle of the Somme in 1916, which was instigated to support the French defence of Verdun. 

During this colossal battle on the Somme, Haig welcomed tactical innovations which helped to 

give him the edge over his opponent, such as methodological and technical improvements to 

infantry and artillery deployment. These were important developments for the army, despite its 

heavy losses at the battle. At the same time, he helped to preserve British and French relations. 

His men served him bravely and loyally during The Great War. In the years following the 

Armistice, Haig wanted to return the favour to his army. He wanted to make sure they had 

enough money coming in to support themselves and their families. He wanted to find work for 

the men across the country. Finally, he wanted the men to unite together and work for each 

other’s common interests in the form of the Royal British Legion. 
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Chapter One: The Corps Commander 

 

With the benefit of hindsight, it can be very easy to read history backwards. General Haig 

and his participation in the First World War are no exception to this. It was on the 10th December 

1915 that Haig was assigned Commander-in-Chief (CIC) of the British Expeditionary Force 

(BEF), around halfway through The Great War. It is as Field Marshal that Haig is best 

remembered today but what was his record like as a Corps Commander? In this section, the aim 

will be to present an analysis of Haig’s abilities and decisions in the early weeks and months of 

the war by paying close attention to The Battle of Mons followed by The Great Retreat and then 

The First Battle of Ypres.  

 

On the 4th August 1914, Great Britain declared war on Germany after the British 

ultimatum for Germany to withdraw troops from Belgium on the 3rd August had been rejected. 

Ten days later the BEF landed in Northern France and advanced into Belgium to repel the 

Germans alongside her French allies. At this stage in the war, the opposing armies had not 

prepared defensive positions across the frontline. The Schlieffen Plan was Germany’s strategy to 

knock France out of the war by invading Belgium and Luxembourg and capturing Paris, as well 

as the northern French coast, along with encircling the French Army on the German boarder at 

Alsace and Lorraine. This would mean that Germany could focus all her forces on Russia on the 

Eastern Front. The Schlieffen Plan was centred around a war of movement, not stationary trench 

warfare1.  

The British Army was not in itself large enough to conduct such large-scale operations in 

1914, so chose to assist the French with their strategy, known as Plan XVII2. Plan XVII was not 

as ambitious as the Schlieffen Plan, as it initially only aimed at retaking ground lost in the Franco 

 
 

1 The Great War, The Schlieffen Plan - And Why It Failed I THE GREAT WAR Special feat. 
AlternateHistoryHub. (01/09/2015). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHeMPV5VDR4 . [Accessed. 04/01/2020]. 

2 Hew Strachen, Pre-War Planning (Great Britain), (Last Updated 07/02/2018). https://encyclopedia.1914-
1918-online.net/article/pre-war_military_planning_great_britain . [Accessed 04/01/2020]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHeMPV5VDR4
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/pre-war_military_planning_great_britain
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/pre-war_military_planning_great_britain
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Prussian War of 1870-1871. It later attempted to enter the German industrial heartlands and 

capture vital factories and resources invaluable to the German war effort3.  

One of the key weaknesses in the French plan was that it did not expect a German attack 

through Belgium, thus France had not assigned any large numbers of troops to their northern 

border; this was where the main thrust of the German attack would take place. France and Britain 

were forced to respond to the German offensive by short-term strategies, in contrast to their 

adversary who had been working on the Schlieffen Plan since 19054. This put Britain and France 

at a major disadvantage. Along with Sir Henry Wilson (in charge of the BEF’s General Head 

Quarters (GHQ)), Sir John French (the contemporary CIC of the BEF), agreed that once they 

reached France the BEF would form up their battle line near Mons, 60 -70 miles east of Amiens5. 

In the strategic response to the German advance, Haig had no influence over Sir John French’s 

decision to send the BEF east of Amiens, and in retrospect this decision probably over-stretched 

the nascent British supply lines.  

 

I Corps at Mons 

In 1914 the BEF was split between I Corps under Lieutenant-General Sir Douglas Haig, 

and II Corps under Lieutenant-General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, with Sir John French in 

overall command. Upon reaching Mons and the surrounding area, French assigned Dorrien to 

take up position from the Conde Canal extending to Villers-St Ghislain. Haig’s I Corps was 

stationed on Dorrien’s right flank, as well as holding troops in the rear6. French recorded in his 

memoirs that after meeting with General Lanrezac (commanding the 5th French Army) on 23rd 

August, French reconnaissance determined that the whole allied front line was in jeopardy. The 

3rd and 4th French Armies were retiring, and the 5th Army was making rapid preparations to 

withdraw westwards as soon as possible7. Sir John French began making preparations of his own 

to withdraw the British Army to a more defensible position in line with the French but needed 

 
 

3 The Loyal Edmonton Regiment Military Museum, Schlieffen Plan and Plan XVII: Aug 1914, Last 
updated N/A. https://www.lermuseum.org/first-world-war-1914-18/1914/schlieffen-plan-and-plan-xvii-aug-1914 . 
[Accessed. 04/01/2020]. 

4 John Terraine, Douglas Haig The Educated Soldier. (London: Cassell&Co, Republished 2000). p75. 
5 ibid. p 77. 
6 Field Marshal Viscount French, 1914. (London: Constable and company, 1919). p 60. 
7 ibid. p 64. 

https://www.lermuseum.org/first-world-war-1914-18/1914/schlieffen-plan-and-plan-xvii-aug-1914
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Haig’s I Corps to support Dorrien’s retreat. In this action, French stated of I Corps ‘They were 

making an excellent stand to cover the retirement of the 2nd Corps8’ he also stated ‘The situation 

of the 1st Corps was excellent, and the artillery positions were well chosen. From where we stood 

we could observe the effect of our fire. It was very accurate,9’. In his memoirs, French does not 

have a bad word to say about Haig or how I Corps was led during the Battle of Mons, especially 

when it is taken into account that the 3rd , 4th and 5th French Armies were retreating, as well as 

the British II Corps, from a seemingly unstoppable German Army of eighty seven divisions. 

Against them there were only six British divisions, two of which (I Corps) provided vital support 

for II Corps to withdraw to safety and avoid destruction, so it is justifiable to accept Gerard J. De 

Groot’s assessment that both Haig and Smith-Dorrien were competent Corps Commanders10. In 

summary Haig was ordered to cover Dorrien’s retreat from Mons, which he successfully carried 

out, only sustaining light casualties to his command11, as well as allowing the majority of II 

Corps to withdraw mostly intact, suggesting the qualities of a good commander. 

 

The Great Retreat  

Following on from the climax of the Battle of Mons, the period known as The Great 

Retreat began. From 24th August to 5th September, the Allied armies of Britain and France fought 

a series of defensive battles and engagements on their retreat towards Paris. During part of The 

Great Retreat, Sir John French, Sir Archibald Murray (Chief of Staff) and Sir Henry Wilson (who 

was running GHQ) lost all enthusiasm, hope and optimism in the tactics they deployed, as the 

French plan had failed catastrophically12. GHQ became increasingly out of touch with the two 

Corps Commanders, to the extent that the orders they were receiving were impossible to carry 

out resulting in Haig and Dorrien having to rely on each other and increasingly on themselves to 

survive, during this period of confusion13. As an example, Lieutenant-General Sir Horace Smith-

Dorrien fell back towards Le Cateau, where he set up defensive positions and awaited the 

 
 

8 Field Marshal Viscount French, 1914. p 66. 
9 ibid. p 66. 
10 Gerard J. De Groot, Douglas Haig 1861-1928, (London: Unwin Hyman, 1988), p 158. 
11 Field Marshal Viscount French, 1914. p 66. 
12 John Terraine, Douglas Haig The Educated Soldier. p84 
13 ibid. p 84. 
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German army. At 02.00 on 24th August, Haig was ordered by GHQ to fall back to Bavay, take up 

his own defensive positions and recover the retreat of II Corps14. Haig points out in his diary that 

he was much further to the east than GHQ thought. As well as this, that order would require him 

to pass through Maubeuge, which he states he was unable to do as this would mean he would be 

marching I Corps into the German Army15.  

 

 
Figure 1. Retreating British troops from Mons, August 1914, [online] 

http://www.radcliffeontrentww1.org.uk/a-timeline-1/retreat-from-mons/ , [Accessed 13/04/2020]. 

 

Instead of following GHQ orders, Haig spent all night driving to various different 

positions in I Corps sector, issuing orders to his subordinates, telling them to prepare to withdraw 

but telling some to garrison particular strategic positions until the retreat was ready to move16. In 

his book Field Marshal Earl Haig, Brigadier General John Charteris described the state of I 

 
 

14 Douglas Haig, War Diaries and Letters 1914-1918, eds Gary Sheffield and John Bourne. (London: BCA, 
2005). p 62. 

15 ibid. p 62. 
16 ibid. p 62-63. 

http://www.radcliffeontrentww1.org.uk/a-timeline-1/retreat-from-mons/
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Corps on 24th August ‘When the columns were permitted to halt - whether for a few minutes or 

for longer – the men threw themselves down by the roadside and were asleep almost before their 

bodies touched the ground17.’ By this account, the men who Haig commanded were utterly 

exhausted. Fighting a large battle to cover the retreat of II Corps (as per orders from GHQ) at this 

stage would have been only to the detriment of the BEF rather than to its advantage. More to 

Haig’s credit, Charteris writes ‘Throughout the whole Retreat, Haig shared the hardships of the 

troops. He took no longer hours of rest than he could afford to allow the men18.’ Haig ignored the 

orders of GHQ and instead chose to lead on his own initiative, whilst commanding an exhausted 

force and taking little rest himself, yet still escaping the grasp of the German Army. A 

commander of any less determination and quality of leadership would have most likely yielded 

to the tremendous pressure that lay upon him and been defeated by the Germans. As this was not 

Haig’s fate, it seems only fair to acknowledge at the least that Haig was a competent Corps 

Commander, but one could take it a step further and feasibly argue that Haig was a brilliant 

Corps Commander.  

By 25th August, I Corps had fought very few major battles. I Corps had faced various 

rear-guard engagements and played a defining role in Dorrien’s retreat from Mons, but this did 

not amount to the same level of combat experienced by the French armies or II Corps. As 

demonstrated above, a good case has been made for Haig’s competence during the Great Retreat 

and fighting in a support role. In order to convincingly argue whether or not Haig was a good 

Corps Commander, one must observe his attributes and decisions in the thick of battle. This was 

soon demonstrated on 19th October when the First Battle of Ypres began, Haig’s first major battle 

of the war. 

 

First Battle of Ypres 

The First Battle of Ypres is often overlooked in modern scholarship as it is overshadowed 

by the Second and Third Battles. There are various gaps in the historiography around the first 

battle. Modern scholarship discusses key events such as the Kaiser visiting the front, the charge 

 
 

17 Brigadier General John Charteris, Field Marshal Earl Haig. (London: Cassell and Company, 1929). p 92. 
Charteris was General Haig’s chief intelligence officer from 1915-1918. 
18 Brigadier General John Charteris, Field Marshal Earl Haig, p 93. 
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of the 2nd Battalion Royal Worcestershire regiment at the defence of Gheluvelt or Haig’s ride up 

the Menin Road. But few scholars have pieced these events together to tell the full story of First 

Ypres; without that narrative, obtaining an opinion on Haig’s leadership abilities is not possible. 

For this reason, analysis of primary source material is key to understanding the course of the 

battle and gathering an overview of the leadership during the battle, with a focus on Haig. 

On Monday 19th October, Haig made his way to Sir John French’s headquarters (HQ) to 

receive his orders for the Battle of Ypres. French’s orders were for I Corps to advance to capture 

Bruges, followed by a thrust to force the Germans back to Ghent. However, if the Germans 

moved troops which could threaten IV Corps then it was up to the commander of I Corps (Haig) 

to decide whether or not to assist IV Corps19. This leaves a number of factors to take into 

account. Firstly, I Corps was located fifty miles away from Bruges, their first objective. Fifty 

miles is a significant amount of distance to cover, especially when it involved moving artillery, 

ammunition, food, hospitals, men, horses, everything the army needed to survive. On its own that 

would have been a logistical challenge, but that was providing I Corps beat the Germans who 

were entrenched just two miles in front of them. The second consideration is how were I Corps 

supposed to break through the German line? French did not explain how Haig was supposed to 

achieve a breakthrough, instead French was looking so far ahead in the plan that he paid little 

attention to planning the encounters on the first day.  

Elements of I Corps started their attack on Wednesday 21st October with delays. The 

attack was meant to start at 07.00, however, due to French Territorial troops blocking the roads, 

the advance of the 1st and 2nd Division were delayed for two hours20. Haig wrote in his diary that 

his infantry faced a hard fight but saw initial success, pushing the Germans out of Poelcappelle 

village as well as securing Passchendaele. However, while Haig’s forces were making progress, 

the French Cavalry guarding I Corps’ left flank, was ordered to withdraw, leaving I Corps 

exposed. What further stalled the advance of I Corps, was Sir Henry Rawlinson’s plea for help, 

stating he could not hold his position without reinforcements21. Upon hearing this news, Haig 

was forced to halt his advance and support Rawlinson. Despite French not explaining or planning 

 
 

19 Field Marshal Viscount French, 1914. p 226. 
20 Douglas Haig, War Diaries and Letters 1914-1918. p 73. 
21 ibid. p 74. 
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how to break through the German frontline, Haig succeeded. Haig’s offensive on 21st October 

was not halted by the Germans ahead of his position, but by the German attacks on his 

colleagues. At the same time, I Corps under Haig were seeing success at Ypres when no other 

British commander could advance and some were even struggling to hold their own positions, 

which prevented Haig from pushing on with his attack. Brian Bond and Nigel Cave referred to 

Haig’s military history as a cavalryman in their book ‘Haig A Re-Appraisal 80 Years on’. When 

discussing the campaigns of 1914, they imply that his cavalry experiences held him back from 

achieving success in trench warfare22. However, the events of 21st October show that Haig was 

capable of beating an entrenched enemy despite his cavalry background. 

The First Battle of Ypres is often seen as a defensive battle for the British, French and 

Belgians. This perception is only true after the end of 21st October. The next major date of the 

battle, which is often discussed in modern scholarship, is Saturday 31st October. The 31st was one 

of the most precarious days of the war for the BEF. The German Army had punched a hole in the 

British line but failed to fully exploit the opening, after the 2nd Battalion Royal Worcestershire 

Regiment counter attacked the Germans and retook the village of Gheluvelt23.  

 

Haig’s Ride Down the Menin Road 

Upon hearing of the break in the line at Gheluvelt, Haig mounted his horse along with his 

staff officers and proceeded down the Menin Road. ‘I got on my horse and rode forward to see if 

I could do anything to organise stragglers and push them forward to check the Enemy’24. This 

decision has been both praised and criticised by historians. On the one hand, John Terraine 

supports Haig’s ride, giving the impression in his book The First World War 1914-1918, that 

Haig made a contribution towards the recapturing of Gheluvelt25. On the other hand, Denis 

Winter argues Haig rode down the Menin Road to enhance his prestige and further his career 

prospects26. Both of these different arguments provide ground for criticism. Haig did not play 

 
 

22 Brian Bond, Nigel Cave, Haig A Re-Appraisal 80 Years on, (Pen and Sword, Yorkshire, UK, 2009), p 
54-55. 

23 Johnathon Boff, Haig’s Enemy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). p 45. 
24 Douglas Haig, War Diaries and Letters 1914-1918. p 76. 
25 John Terraine, The First World War 1914-1918. (London: Papermac, 1984). p 42-43. 
26 Denis Winter, Haig’s Command A Reassessment. (Yorkshire: Pen and Sword Military Classics, 2004). p 

36. 
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any role in the retaking of Gheluvelt. The counterattack was orchestrated by Major Edmund 

Hankey, who was not ordered to retake the village27. This demonstrates that Terraine has over 

emphasised Haig’s role during the crucial moments of 31st October. Winter’s argument that Haig 

was attempting to improve his image, with the hope that it would enhance his chances of 

promotion, is also flawed. Brigadier General John Charteris recalled the events of the day in his 

book Field-Marshal Earl Haig, ‘Five staff officers had been killed outright. The whole chain of 

command between the General Officer Commanding and the troops seemed irretrievably 

destroyed’28. Followed by ‘The whole of I Corps was utterly worn out: formations were 

intermixed; divisional staffs were still disorganized by the loss of so many of their senior 

officers, and there were no reserves’29. By this first-hand account, it appears very clear that the 

situation of the BEF was close to breaking point. For this reason, it is highly unlikely that Haig’s 

motives at the time of his ride, was to promote self-image. A more realistic explanation for 

Haig’s ride, would be that he wanted to go forward and lead his men in battle in the traditional 

style.  

Regardless of Haig’s reasoning to ride down the Menin Road on 31st October, the most 

important fact must be addressed, what impact did it have? It is difficult to say with confidence 

whether or not it was the right decision to make. Haig does not record any orders issued to troops 

whilst riding down the Menin Road, neither did Charteris. This suggests that Haig did not do 

anything of any significant effect whilst away from his Headquarters. However, Charteris 

claimed that the ride provided hope to the exhausted men of the BEF30. Considering that the 

British Army did not collapse within the hour that Haig was absent from his Headquarters, and 

that troops were encouraged to see him amongst them, it is justifiable to argue that there were 

positive implications from his ride, suggesting that it was not the wrong thing to do. 

 

 
 

27 History West Midlands, 31st October 1914 - Stemming the German tide - Battle of Gheluvelt, [Last 
updated 19/10/2017.] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9kcntKf8ZQI . [Accessed 15/03/2020]. 

28 Brigadier General John Charteris, Field Marshal Earl Haig. p 119. 
29 ibid. p 120. 
30 ibid. p 119. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9kcntKf8ZQI
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Conclusion to Chapter One 

Throughout 1914, Haig consistently prevented the destruction of I Corps. Under his 

leadership, the men of II Corps escaped from Mons, I Corps survived encirclement at Bavay as 

well as holding the Germans east of Ypres; all while commanding a force numerically inferior to 

the German Army. This is not to say however, that all Haig’s decisions clearly benefited I Corps. 

His actions on 31st October boosted the morale of those who saw him ride, but Haig would have 

had more control and impact from his Headquarters. Outside of his Headquarters, he was only 

able to control the men he could shout to. Inside his Headquarters, Haig had control over larger 

numbers of men through communication lines. This could have helped I Corps more than him 

being out on the road. Nevertheless, Haig remained determined to fight the war, spending all of 

his time with his army and sharing various hardships his men endured. With these factors taken 

into account, one would have good reason to argue Haig was a talented commander, whose 

positive contribution served the British Army well in the early years of the war. 
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Chapter Two: Field Marshal on The Somme 

 

General Haig inherited a very different battlefield than his predecessor. Sir John French 

arrived in France in 1914 with the task of repelling the German Army, which was rapidly 

advancing through Belgium. By the time Haig was appointed Field Marshal in late 1915, the 

battle lines between the Germans and the Entente (on the Western Front), had already been 

drawn, and had not moved any great distance for more than a year. To win the war, someone had 

to break the stalemate of the trenches. For Haig, this was to come in a series of large-scale 

offensives, lasting from the summer of 1916 until the Armistice in 1918. The Battle of the 

Somme in 1916, was General Haig’s first major offensive operation as Field Marshal. Both Haig 

and his army were to learn many invaluable lessons throughout this campaign, but at a terrible 

cost. 

 

Political context 

The Battle of the Somme was not intended to be the colossal battle that it turned into. 

Haig wanted the Somme to act as a feint, to draw German divisions out of Flanders, where 

General Plumer with heavy support, could attack around the Ypres salient and overwhelm the 

German defences31. The original number of British divisions stationed on the Somme supports 

this standpoint. Fifteen British divisions were intended to attack German positions32. This was 

not a large enough force to divert German troops away from Flanders, but it was not meant to do 

this alone, as the French commander, Field Marshal Joffre, had promised Haig forty-five 

divisions for the battle33. The problem came when the French did not honour their promise. By 

1st July, the French were supplying just five divisions for the attack, with a further six in 

reserve34. Perhaps Joffre would have provided more of his divisions had the German attack on 

the French at Verdun not continued, but it is more likely that he promised those numbers just to 

 
 

31 Douglas Haig, War Diaries and Letters 1914-1918. p 188. 
32 Denis Winter, Haig’s Command. p 55. 
33 ibid. p 55. 
34 Holger H. Herwig, The First World War Germany and Austria – Hungary 1914-1918. (London: Arnold, 

1998). p 199. 
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encourage British involvement35. The Battle of Verdun lasted from 21st February until 18th 

December 1916, and Joffre made his promise of forty-five divisions to Haig in May 1916, so 

already knew he was not going to be able to supply so many divisions 36. For Haig’s grand 

strategy to work, he needed to be successful on the Somme in drawing German divisions away 

from Flanders. Without the support promised by the French, Haig was forced to use British 

troops to fill their place, which was not part of the plan agreed between the French and British 

high command. Haig’s reputation was later tarnished due to the sheer numbers of British troops 

who died on the Somme in 1916. A later nickname of his, The Butcher of the Somme, is still 

used in the National Curriculum, tainting his reputation amongst school pupils who are only 

given limited background knowledge of the war and often grow up with this inaccurate 

perception of him37. The nickname is in fact undeserved, as he was let down by the French. 

Furthermore, Haig was led into a sense of uncertainty over the French ability to resolve 

the Battle of Verdun. On deciding when to begin the Battle of the Somme, Haig noted in his 

diary ‘The moment I mentioned 15th August, Joffre at once got very excited and shouted that 

‘The French Army would cease to exist, if we did nothing till then!’38. What is undisputed is that 

the fighting at Verdun was horrendous. Part of what made it such a dreadful battle, was that the 

German Army was not aiming to seize any territory of strategic importance but instead focusing 

on wearing down the French Army39. Erich von Falkenhayn, the German general leading the 

attack on Verdun, stated to General Schmidt von Konbelsdorf that ‘The object is not to defeat but 

to annihilate France’40. However, Haig was drawn into a sense of uncertainty because although 

the French were holding their ground, they refused to ask for direct British help with the battle, 

and instead wanted the British to attack elsewhere along the Western Front. If the French 

position at the Battle of Verdun was as dire as Joffre conveyed to Haig, why did Joffre not 

request British divisions to fight at the battle to help relieve the French Army? This was not 
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unprecedented however, because it happened at the First Battle of Ypres, when French troops 

helped fill the gaps in the British line. From 18th to 24th October 1914, British troops were 

manning the whole salient, but were forced to retire almost a third of their positions to French 

divisions on the 25th October due to exhaustion41. At the First Battle of Ypres, Sir John French 

noted that Britain’s dwindling supply of ammunition was becoming increasingly concerning to 

him, as it hindered the British Army’s ability to fight42. Ammunition was not the only concern 

during the battle. Haig recorded in his diary ‘He [Sir John French] was most pleasant, but he had 

no reinforcements to send me’43. When Denis Winter discusses the situation of the French Army 

in his book Haig’s Command A Reassessment, he quotes Henry Wilson who stated ‘The French 

were never so rich in guns and men’44. His reasoning to support this statement was that the 

Germans put all their fittest men (aged twenty) in to the line at Verdun, when the French on the 

other hand, were able to introduce their fittest men over the space of the year. He further states 

that France maintained fourteen fresh divisions at the start of the battle, which later increased to 

eighteen divisions45. When all these factors are taken into account, a picture starts to emerge. The 

French position at Verdun was not as desperate as Joffre implied to Haig. The French maintained 

the advantage in field guns and men, they did not need British support to fill gaps in the line, and 

they were holding back the Germans. In comparison, the British cry for help at First Ypres was 

genuine, as ammunition was low, and casualties were high, whereas the French call was not as 

desperate.  

The price the British Army paid on the Somme was disturbingly high. Even before the 

battle began, in April 1916 the British Army estimates were that forty-one thousand men were 

being lost each month, despite no major battle raging on46. Losing forty-one thousand men a 

month is a human tragedy, but when compared to the casualties sustained on the Somme, it is 

understandable to see why the battle was so devastating to the nation. Around four hundred-
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thousand men were killed, wounded or missing at the close of the battle47. No one could have 

foreseen how costly the battle turned out to be, however, if casualties could have been limited, 

then efforts would have been made to improve the chances of survival for troops. This is why 

Haig wanted to postpone the Battle of the Somme for as long as possible. There were many 

officers and men who were inadequately trained but only by 15th August would they be ready to 

see action and be effective48. Unfortunately for the men (and their families) who saw action on 

the Somme, Haig had conceded to General Joffre’s demands, to fight the battle from the start of 

July. This indicates that Haig does not deserve the level of criticism he receives for the Battle of 

the Somme, as he was unconvinced that the battle would result in a break-out but had agreed to 

lead the offensive in order to maintain positive relations between the two major Entente allies49. 

What further exacerbated the situation, was that Haig did not have the amount of men he had 

planned for, and the men he had to use to make up for the lack of French troops, were still under-

trained and not battle-ready. With these factors in mind, it is unjust to argue that Haig was a bad 

Field Marshal at the Battle of the Somme, as the politics for instigating the battle were out of his 

control, and the much-needed French support was mostly withdrawn, yet Haig had to continue 

with the battle. 

 

Cavalry success 

Despite the fact that Haig did not want to fight the Battle of the Somme, he was pressured 

into it by the French and did not have the men he needed, nevertheless his leadership during the 

battle should still be examined to help determine his qualities as a Field Marshal. Although Haig 

did not expect a breakthrough on the Somme, he did make preparations to exploit one if it 

emerged. General Rawlinson was to lead the first phase of the attack and try to break the German 

line. Once a sizeable enough gap had been created, General Gough, commanding the reserve 

army (which was made up of infantry and a large body of cavalry), would charge through the gap 
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and capitalize on German disorganisation and chaos50. Haig was planning for a success. If the 

British Army had broken through the German line without a reserve army to take full advantage 

of the breakthrough, then the Germans would have easily retreated a few miles and constructed a 

new line of defence. This would have made fighting the Battle of the Somme a pointless 

engagement. Haig’s emphasis on cavalry was well founded. Cavalry could advance faster than 

infantry could retreat. Although cavalry had not performed well in the previous years of the war, 

this did not mean that they were completely obsolete. In the future battles of Cambrai 1917 and 

the Second Battle of the Somme 1918, cavalry was to play a significant support role to tanks51. 

Haig recognised the potential of the tank before they had proved their worth in battle. On 14th 

April 1916, Haig wanted one-hundred and fifty tanks ready for 1st June but was told that was not 

possible52. This meant that he had to make do with what he had available at the time, in the case 

of the Somme, that meant men on horseback. 
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Figure 2. Earnest Brooks, Secunderabad Brigade, The Battle of The Somme, Battle of Bazentin Ridge 14 

-17 July. [online] https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/search?query=q821&pageSize= , [Accessed 
12/04/2020]. 

Unfortunately for the British, the big breakthrough they had planned and hoped for, did 

not happen. However, there were smaller areas of the line where German resistance broke down, 

which provided the opportunity for cavalry to seize the initiative. On 14th July, a squadron of the 

7th Dragoon Guards and the Indian Secunderabad Brigade (cavalry units) charged into High 

Wood, where they defeated the majority of the German defenders (with the exception of the 

northern tip of the forest) and held their ground until they were relieved by infantry53. The 

engagement fought by the cavalry on 14th July, demonstrated to Haig and the rest of the British 

High Command, that a well-planned cavalry attack was capable of defeating a modern army. As 

early as 1896, Haig had noted that ‘the recent tendency to reduce cavalry in favour of artillery 

and infantry was a fatal error because only the mounted arm could win a decisive victory’54. 

There were very few instances at the Battle of the Somme where cavalry saw action. This 
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suggests that the skirmish fought by the 7th Dragoon Guards and Secunderabad Brigade (see 

figure 2), could have reflected the overall trend of Gough’s advance had the breakthrough been 

achieved. It is important to mention however, that High Wood had no significant defences, with 

the exception of the northern tip, which the cavalry could not secure (see Appendix 1). If 

Gough’s cavalry advance was to be successful, his mounted units would have to attack German 

troops who were not in entrenched positions. As the cavalry saw more success than failure at the 

Battle of the Somme, it is fair to say that Haig’s preference for cavalry was the right decision to 

make on this occasion. 

 

Innovation: Night operations 

It has been argued by some that Haig was an inflexible strategist55. However, when it 

became apparent that the infantry had failed to break through the German lines in depth, Haig 

was open to the idea of experimenting with unconventional tactics to turn the Battle of the 

Somme back in Britain’s favour. Operations conducted under the cover of darkness presented 

more challenges than those operations that were carried out during daylight hours. Night 

operations further strained tactical communications, as well as creating difficulties for artillery 

observers watching for the effect of their shelling. For these reasons at least, it is not hard to 

understand why General Haig was cautious about ordering large scale operations to take place at 

night56. However, in the early hours of the morning of 14th July 1916, four British divisions 

quietly left their trenches and advanced within a few hundred yards of the German positions. As 

soon as there was enough light to distinguish friend from foe, the attack began, taking the 

Germans by surprise and resulting in the British securing the whole German second line of 

defences which included almost four miles of the great ridge which overlooked the Somme 

battlefield57. The events of 14th July mark a significant point on the Western Front. In a letter to 

his wife, Haig wrote ‘This is indeed a very great success. The best day we have had this 

war…’58. Haig was referring to the successful night operation more so than any success of the 
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cavalry, as in fact the infantry took roughly four miles of territory from the Germans, whereas the 

cavalry only occupied High Wood. The effects of attempting such original tactics had proved to 

be beneficial for the Entente, but although the events of 14th July were successful, it is important 

to remember that they, on their own, did not fundamentally change the course of the battle.  

 

Innovation: Tanks and the creeping barrage 

As mentioned above, Haig had displayed an interest in the use of tanks for military 

operations and asked for some before starting the Battle of the Somme, but it was not until the 

Battle of Flers, that they made an impression on him. On 17th September 1916, the day after 

tanks were used in combat, Haig personally congratulated Colonel Swinton on their use. Haig 

further discussed the future of the tank within the army and requested that the Home authorities 

send more tanks to France, but with better armour59. Tanks had never before been used in combat 

operations in the history of warfare60. The successful use of tanks at the Battle of Flers coupled 

with the night attack on 14th July, presented a compelling argument that investing in tactical 

innovations, would improve the army’s ability to produce clearer successes in future battles. If 

tanks had been available to him when Haig wanted to launch his attack, his adaptability of new 

techniques for overcoming trench warfare might have had ensured more success from the start of 

the Battle of the Somme.  

Haig does not mention in his diary that he learnt a great deal from the Somme offensive. 

However, his actions suggest that he did. On 18th September 1916 he proposed to Admiral Bacon 

the idea of a naval landing on the Belgian coast, to be spearheaded by one hundred tanks61. 

Amphibious landings on the Belgian coast had been discussed previously in the run up to the 

Battle of the Somme as a further stage of the offensive, but the fact that Haig wanted tanks to 

lead the attack, showed a radical change in strategy. In his book The Killing Ground: The British 

Army, The Western Front and the Emergence of Modern War 1900-1918, Tim Travers puts 

forward the argument that in 1916, British GHQ showed no willingness to look for radical 
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changes in strategy62. The use of tanks at the Battle of Flers and Haig’s intention to use them 

again in major operations in the future, when they were still in their infancy stage, presents a 

challenge to Travers standpoint. Moreover, Denis Winter describes the British approach to the 

creeping barrage - at the beginning of the Battle of the Somme, British artillery would not fire 

within three-hundred yards of their infantry for safety reasons63. Disappointingly, Winter does 

not expand on the development of artillery doctrine throughout the battle. Fortunately, however, 

Haig’s Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Sir Launcelot Kiggell did record the improvements 

made to the creeping barrage. On the 16th July 1916 he states, ‘It is therefore of first importance 

that in all cases infantry should be instructed to advance right under the field artillery barrage 

which should not uncover the first objective until the infantry are close up to it (even within 

50/60 yards)’64. Before 1916, much of the British army’s artillery doctrine was tailored towards 

an eighteenth-century style battle, where the artillery would fire on a line of sight, rather than 

indirect fire65. The creeping barrage was not an artillery tactic used in the eighteenth-century, 

which further supports the argument that the British army was modernising during the Battle of 

the Somme.  

 

Conclusion to Chapter Two 

Haig’s primary objective as Field-Marshal was to win the war on the Western Front. The 

tactics and strategies employed by British High Command had not produced decisive results in 

1914 and 1915; to win the war, something had to change. Haig clearly welcomed change and 

innovation if it produced favourable results, such as the introduction of the tank, the practice of 

large-scale nocturnal operations and the development of the creeping barrage. However, 

embracing the new was not an outright rejection of the old. The cavalry distinguished themselves 

on 14th July at High Wood, which reassured Haig that if a breakthrough could be achieved with 

modern innovations, then a traditional massive cavalry effort could exploit that success and lead 

to an all-out victory in Western Europe. General Haig was a good Field Marshal for the British 
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Army because he endorsed innovation and flexibility, whilst combining those qualities with 

traditional methods which proved practical under the right circumstances. Despite seeing few 

advantages to a direct attack on the Somme, he came to terms with the fact that appeasing 

Britain’s predominant ally, the French, was of the greatest strategic importance in 1916. 
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Chapter Three: A Country Fit for Heroes 

 

Douglas Haig is best known for his service during the war years, but his story, legacy and 

influence does not end in 1918. Upon his return to England from France later that year, Haig may 

have wanted to spend a quiet break with his wife back home in Kingston Hill, but this was by no 

means a reflection of the next ten years of his life. From the Armistice until his death, Haig 

devoted much of his efforts to improving the well-being of ex-servicemen. His highest 

achievements in this respect, was his success in getting the government to raise military 

pensions, and the development of the Royal British Legion. 

Haig’s war record has been hotly contested by historians, the media and veterans since 

the second half of the 20th century and up until the present. However, little discussion has 

surfaced surrounding the final ten years of his life. An obituary in The Telegraph described John 

Terraine as Haig’s staunchest defender66. Yet in his four hundred and eighty-two-page biography 

of the man, Terraine makes no effort to describe Haig’s actions and endeavours after the 

Armistice. Neither Denis Winter in his book Haig’s Command A Reassessment, nor John Keegan 

in his book The First World War, make any great effort to describe Haig’s post war 

commitments. 

In his book The Good Soldier, Gary Mead and in his book Douglas Haig 1861-1928, 

Gerard J. De Groot have both written accounts relevant to Haig’s life after the war, but this 

information still feels limited compared to what has been written on events between 1914-1918. 

Even Haig himself made no great effort to record his life after the war ended, his diaries 

concluded in 1918. However, despite the lack of modern scholarship examining the life of 

Douglas Haig between 1918-1928, there are primary sources that offer a valuable insight to this 

decade. Brigadier-General John Charteris, Reverend George S Duncan and Haig’s wife, Dorothy 

Haig (Countess Haig), all addressed his post war endeavours in some detail 
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Demobilisation 

Despite the fact that there is no evidence of the phrase being used during the war years, 

Douglas Haig’s infamous nickname ‘The Butcher of the Somme’, would suggest that he did not 

care about the men under his command67. But as argued above, Haig did not want to fight the 

battle, knowing that many of his officers and men were not sufficiently trained which would 

inevitably lead to high casualties. However, some could interpret this concern, as being not for 

the welfare of the men but with not having enough manpower for use in later battles. This 

interpretation is demonstrably untrue, however, given Haig’s post-war campaign to help all ex-

servicemen, including the wounded, to find employment for them wherever possible. Haig 

viewed the millions of volunteers and conscripts for his army not as ‘cannon fodder’ but as 

human beings and cared about their future wellbeing. 

As early as 1917 Haig wrote a letter to the British Government explaining that when the war 

ended, the army would need to be demobilized and that this would have to be carefully 

orchestrated. He further pointed out that cherry-picking certain military personnel for return 

home early, depending on their occupation before the war, would create division and dissent 

within the army68. In 1919 when it had become clear to Winston Churchill, The Secretary of 

State for War at the time, that the government’s strategy for demobilization was failing, he sent a 

memo to the Cabinet suggesting that it would be useful to read the letter Haig had written to 

them over a year ago; Haig’s predictions and warnings were becoming a reality69. Gary Mead 

states that on 7th January 1919 ‘soldiers drove lorries up and down Whitehall in London, holding 

aloft banners proclaiming: ‘We won the war. Give us our tickets’ and ‘No more red tape-we want 

civvies suits’70. It is no secret that Douglas Haig and the Prime Minister at the time, David Lloyd 

George, did not get along, and it is for this reason that the letter had been shelved. Haig wrote a 

lengthy passage in his diary, the day he returned from France for his homecoming organised by 

the king, and had this to say about Lloyd George ‘This more than compensates me for the 
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difficulties put in my way and the coldness towards me by the Prime Minister (Lloyd George)’71. 

Haig’s motives were not to assist the government in their handling of demobilization, but more to 

assist those who had served in the army. This is supported by Haig’s letter to Sir Edward Cooper 

in 1921, where he stated ‘I cannot forget that, without the loyal and devoted help of all ranks of 

that army, I neither could have rendered my king and country the services to which you, Sir 

Edward, are good enough to refer in your letter,72’. 

 

Pensions 

The process of demobilisation was full of challenges, which in many cases ended to the 

detriment of the returning soldier. In January 1920, twenty thousand former officers were 

redundant, followed by a further thirty-three thousand disabled ex-officers who were trying to 

live on an average pension of £70 a year73. Many of these former officers had been promoted 

from the ranks to meet rising demand, which the middle and upper classes were unable to fill due 

to lack of numbers and the fact that so many had been killed and wounded. The government fund 

supplied £104,000,000 for Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) but only £2,000,000 for 

officers74. As these men were no longer members of the British Army, Haig had no responsibility 

or obligation to help them because he was CIC of the Home Forces at that time. This did not 

however, deter him from giving evidence before a parliamentary committee in July 1919, 

pressing for the increase of military pensions. Haig also refused to accept a peerage until the 

government agreed to raise them, which the government succeeded in doing in October 191975. 

Haig’s actions here demonstrate that his priority was to help the men who served under him in 

The Great War. 
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Finding employment for ex-servicemen 

An increase in pensions was a step in the right direction for Haig, but he still felt that 

there was more that could be done to help the ex-servicemen. Pensions and charitable giving 

were welcomed, but the men who fought in the trenches needed more from life than money and 

occasional donations, they needed work and a sense of purpose and this was not lost on Haig76. 

In January 1920 during his final weeks as CIC of the Home Forces, Haig visited Manchester, 

Leeds, Sheffield and Hull. The purpose of these visits was to encourage employers to hire more 

ex-servicemen. It was hoped that ex-servicemen would account for at least five percent of each 

organisation’s workforce. Some organisations had surpassed the original target and were 

functioning on twenty percent, whereas in other areas such as West Riding, seventy five percent 

of employers were below the five percent target77. Traveling in person across the country 

encouraging employers to hire ex-servicemen, was not in the job description of the CIC of the 

Home Forces in 1920 and is still not a requirement one hundred years later. Just seven months 

had passed since Haig had appeared in front of a parliamentary committee related to veterans’ 

pensions and yet here he was again, battling on behalf of ex-soldiers, trying to secure permanent 

employment for them. 

 

The Royal British Legion 

Even after his contributions in 1919 and 1920, Haig still believed that more could be 

done to help the retired soldiers of the BEF. Between 1916 and 1919, four ex-servicemen groups 

were formed: The National Association of Discharged Sailors and Soldiers (Association) formed 

in 1916 and was closely connected to the Trade Unions and the Labour Party, The National 

Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Sailors and Soldiers (Federation) emerged in early 

1917 and aligned itself to the Liberal Party, followed by The Comrades of The Great War in late 

1917 which welcomed Officers and NCOs; and in 1919 The National Union of Ex-Servicemen 

was created, which leaned politically towards the far right78. With so many conflicting objectives  

 
 

76 Countess Haig, The Man I Knew. The Intimate Life-Story of Douglas Haig, (London: The Moray Press, 
1936). p 286-287. 

77 Gary Mead, The Good Soldier. p 364. 
78 ibid. p 362-363. 



26 
 

between these groups, it should not come as a surprise that they struggled to cooperate to each 

other’s mutual benefit. Haig wanted the groups to put aside their political differences and work 

together as one united force, which held the interests of all ex-service personnel in mind79. It has 

been argued by Charteris that Haig founded the Royal British Legion80. However, Gary Mead 

argues that Colonel George Crosfield, a leading activist in The Comrades of The Great War, 

played a bigger role than Haig in amalgamating the ex-servicemen’s groups into one81. 

Moreover, The Royal British Legion website gives credit to both Haig and Tom Lister of The 

Federation of Discharged and Demobilized Sailors and Soldiers, for formation of the Royal 

British Legion82. There is little consistency over who actually formed the Royal British Legion, 

so it is not justifiable to give Haig the sole credit. On the other hand, none of the sources above 

dispute the fact that Haig was a significant founding member of the Legion. 

Haig had a number of aspirations for the Legion. First and foremost, he wanted to 

amalgamate the four ex-servicemen organisations mentioned above, which would revive the 

camaraderie amongst ex-soldiers throughout the country, from the lowest ranks, to the highest. 

According to Countess Haig, writing about her husband, he believed that once this had been 

achieved, the Legion could more effectively improve the lives of ex-servicemen more rapidly 

and efficiently83. On top of camaraderie and improvements to the lives of ex-soldiers, Haig 

wanted the Legion to promote the principles for which the British Empire had fought for in The 

Great War. He wanted the Legion to practice loyalty to the community, unite the classes and 

protect peace and goodwill across the world84. Haig certainly had a vision for the Legion, one 

which impressed on the ex-soldiers and their families the importance and value of their fighting 

in The Great War. The Legion would serve as a constant reminder that Britain had won the war,  
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as well as promote unity amongst the classes, loyalty to the community and world peace through 

the strength of a united British Empire. 

The Royal British Legion was not just a group for idealists believing in world peace, it 

had its own practical side. Lady Haig recorded that Douglas Haig felt particularly anxious about 

disabled veterans and how their wounds hindered their chances of finding work85. In response, 

the Legion set up its own factories to produce poppies to commemorate the Armistice (see figure 

3). These factories primarily employed disabled ex-servicemen, around three hundred by 192586. 

However, there is once again an inconsistency. Charteris gives credit to Haig for coming up with 

the idea87. The Poppy Factory website on the contrary states that Major George Howson founded 

the Poppy Factory in January 1920, but that it made poppies for the Royal British Legion. The 

Poppy Factory was not entirely independent from the Legion as Howson’s factory received a 

cheque of two thousand pounds from the Legion in 192288. Whether or not Haig came up with 

the idea of constructing the Poppy Factory, the fact remains that he played an important role in 

bringing it to life. The Royal British Legion website remarks that Douglas Haig was the 

organisation’s first President and served in this role between 1921-192889. This would mean that 

even if Haig did not personally found the Poppy Factory, as President of the Royal British 

Legion, he would have had the final say on funding Major Howson’s project. 
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Figure 3. Douglas Haig visiting The Poppy Factory. Douglas Haig: a postwar revolutionary? Online, 
available at: https://www.historyextra.com/period/first-world-war/douglas-haig-a-postwar-

revolutionary/ . [Accessed 12/04/2020]. 

 

Conclusion to Chapter Three 

Throughout the post-war years, Douglas Haig consistently worked to improve the 

wellbeing of ex-servicemen. He campaigned for an increase in veterans’ pensions. He toured the 

country encouraging employers to recruit ex-servicemen in their work force. He was 

instrumental in amalgamating the ex-servicemen’s groups into the Royal British Legion, which 

championed camaraderie and employment. Haig’s record following the conclusion of The Great 

War, present him as a man who genuinely cared about the men who had served under him. 

Douglas Haig died in January 1928 of a heart attack and had an elaborate funeral in London. His 

reputation amongst his contemporaries was that of a good man, as can be seen by many of the 

obituaries written about him. The following from a newspaper in Perth, Australia, is one such 

example, ‘Great though the loss to the Empire may be through Haig’s death, that is a general 

loss. To the ex-service men and women of the Empire it is a particular loss, and I am afraid an 

irreparable loss. In life Haig was even a greater inspiration in the realm of ex-service men and 

https://www.historyextra.com/period/first-world-war/douglas-haig-a-postwar-revolutionary/
https://www.historyextra.com/period/first-world-war/douglas-haig-a-postwar-revolutionary/
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women than a driving force. Great though his fame is and will be as a soldier, I venture the 

opinion that posterity will grant that he was a greater humanitarian.’90 (Appendix 3). 

  

 
 

90 ‘J.C.’, Field Marshal Earl Haig Remembrances and reminiscences The Origin of the High Command, 
The Listening Post, 24/02/1928, p 13.  
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Conclusion  

Douglas Haig went to war in 1914 with two Divisions under his command, 

approximately forty thousand men. His enemy vastly outnumbered him, at times his allies 

abandoned him, he successfully escaped encirclement by the German Army during the Great 

Retreat and in late 1914, held the German Army at Ypres with no reserves. Despite getting off to 

a bad start, Haig believed that it was still possible for Britain to emerge victorious when the war 

finally came to an end. His optimism coupled with his experiences of 1914 and 1915, were to be 

put to the test when he was promoted to Field Marshal and CIC in late 1915. These qualities 

alone, were not enough to drive Britain to victory in 1918, but Haig’s preparedness to innovate as 

the war progressed helped in achieving that result. As Field Marshal, Haig was coming to terms 

with the fact that battle tactics had evolved from the nineteenth century into a new type of 

warfare. In order to win, he recognized the importance of equipping the British Army with the 

appropriate tools to fight a modern war. These would come in the form of tanks and 

developments to infantry and artillery doctrines. Haig’s war record depicts a man who operated 

within the constraints of a strategic alliance but acted upon initiative in dire circumstances. It 

further indicates that he was prepared to compromise his plans for the sake of Anglo-French 

diplomacy, even if it would lead to the deaths of thousands of lives. He was always looking at the 

bigger picture, how one battle would lead to the next and so on, until an allied victory could be 

achieved.  

Once the war was over, Haig was firmly committed to helping the men whom he led in 

France and Belgium. He campaigned for an increase in their pensions, and he tried to convince 

employers across Great Britain to hire ex-servicemen. Haig wanted to bring back unity to the 

men of the former BEF, after factionalism had begun to creep in. Ensuring that The Great War 

veterans had a stable income and decent work, was of the upmost importance to him.  

During the war, Haig was steadfast in withstanding the power of the German Army. All 

the while he was learning, adapting and testing new ways of fighting, which eventually led to the 

allied victory in 1918. In return, he went to extraordinary lengths to look after the men who 

fought under him once the war was over. It is for these reasons that it is being argued here that 

Sir Douglas Haig did serve the British Army well and is not worthy of the criticism that he has 

received over the years, by the likes of Denis Winter, Tim Travers and David Lloyd George. On 

the contrary, Haig was a competent strategist, open to innovation who cared for the men under 
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his command. He should be remembered as the father of the British Army during The Great War 

and post-war period, not The Butcher of the Somme. 
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APPENDIX 1 Somme Battle 1916 Map 

 

Somme Battle 1916 Map, published in Haig’s Despatches, enhanced to show High Wood and the German 
defensive line in the north of the wood. 
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APPENDIX 2 Douglas Haig, Letter to Sir Edward Cooper 

 

 

Douglas Haig, Letter to Sir Edward Cooper 1921, thanking him for his title. Page 1. Letter in Private 
collection.  
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Douglas Haig, Letter to Sir Edward Cooper 1921, thanking him for his title. Page 1. Letter in Private 
collection.  
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Douglas Haig, Letter to Sir Edward Cooper 1921, thanking him for his title. Page 1. Letter in Private 
collection.  
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APPENDIX 3 Obituary in the Listening Post 1928 

 

 

‘J.C.’, Field Marshal Earl Haig Remembrances and reminiscences The Origin of the High Command, 
The Listening Post, 24/02/1928. Private collection. 
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