British military tactics were to change markedly during World War One. Discuss with particular attention given to the fighting on the Western Front between 1916- 1918 and the lessons learned from the Battles of the Somme and Third Ypres.

It is hard to think of World War One without immediately conjuring up images of men sat in trenches, pinned by barbed wire and surrounded by death and stagnation. This image of the war as a stalemated, brutal slog is one both of truth and wider popularised remembrance. The reality of World War One was that militarily it was the first truly modern war, bringing European powers into conflict utilising technology that had truly revolutionised how wars could be fought. Thus, the British military and their tactics that entered the war in 1914 had to adapt to this new type of warfare and this can be seen in the evolution of the fighting and tactics between 1916 and 1918. Yet this evolution would not come without sacrifice, and the lessons learned from the Battle of the Somme and the Third Battle of Ypres will be examined in detail and judgement will be passed on whether they were applied. It is the opinion of this piece that the British military did slowly but surely adapt and evolve their tactics to suit this new way of war, even though massive casualties and numerous battles had to be thought to achieve it.
Firstly, any examination of the tactics of 1916 to 1918 cannot be done without the prior exploration of the fighting and tactics used during the initial years of 1914 and 1915. The war itself, beginning officially on 4th August 1914 for the British, would initially be very different from the stalemate that persists in popular culture. Rather, the initial few months of the war were rather mobile, with historian Spencer C. Tucker calling 1914 “The War of Movement[footnoteRef:1]”. Initially, the British Expeditionary Force landed with 100,000 men[footnoteRef:2], and would primarily be involved in supporting the French armies left flank[footnoteRef:3], with the initial strategy being to advance towards Brussels and into Belgium, pushing the Germans back and supporting a general advance across the line. However, the British tactics seemed already outdated, as evidenced by one of the first engagements the BEF had. On 22nd August, the Royal Irish Dragoons engaged a German patrol outside of Mons, running them off with a cavalry charge[footnoteRef:4]. Such an attack illustrates the difference between initial British Military thinking and the eventual stalemate that would set in late 1914, indicating an evolution of tactics which did occur, albeit out of necessity rather than any lessons learned. Moreover, this is further seen at the Battle of Mons on August 23rd, 1914, where the BEF were to be first ‘bloodied[footnoteRef:5]’ and come face to face with modern mobilisation and firepower. What followed was a series of retreats to more defensible positions and an eventually counterattack during the first battle of the Marne. The casualties that the BEF took would make it that the mass volunteering that took place following the declaration of war[footnoteRef:6] would be necessarily to sustain this new way of fighting, especially when the casualty numbers are considered. The final action of the movement war took place around Ypres, known as the First Battle of Ypres, and it would be here that the stereotypical image of stalemate and trenches would emerge. The BEF, while being able to decimate “the close ranks of the advancing German infantry[footnoteRef:7]” with “accurate… rifle fire[footnoteRef:8]”, were soon almost overwhelmed by the German numbers, forcing Haig to assemble men regardless of preposition in order to halt potential German breakthroughs of the line. It is this forced adaption by Haig that illustrates the evolution of British tactics on the ground from traditional organisation to ad-hoc formation would show how necessarily it was to be able to quickly adapt to this modern war. As fighting died down at the end of November[footnoteRef:9], the trenches began emerging on both sides. This change from mobile to defensive warfare again marks how the tactics had to adapt quickly in order to sustain any type of war effort, especially as the BEF suffered around 58,000 casualties[footnoteRef:10] during the first battle of Ypres. Yet the British style of trench building and strategy would reflect both the position of the allies and change in tactics. While the Germans prepared extensive well-built trench networks[footnoteRef:11], the British command came to the opposite conclusion. As they were to be the victorious and push the Germans out, sophisticated trench networks were not needed[footnoteRef:12] and thus the infamous image of allied trenches emerged from this doctrinal decision. In addition, the notion that all territory, regardless of its utility, had to be defended and if lost, recaptured at any price[footnoteRef:13]. It was also from this developing stalemate that the impetus of British strategy would develop and stay the same. A greater reliance on artillery fire[footnoteRef:14] was combined with a continued maintenance of cavalry for break throughs that were made largely redundant by the machine gun and barbed wire[footnoteRef:15]. Yet the British, and by extension allied belief, that artillery support could break the German lines would translate into the Somme offensive of 1916. [1:  S. C. Tucker, The Great War 1914 – 18. (London: UCL Press, 1998). 25.]  [2:  P. Stevens, The Great War Explained. (Barnsley: Pen and Sword Books Ltd, 2014).  14.]  [3:  Ibid. 14.]  [4:  Ibid. 17.]  [5:  Ibid. 17.]  [6:  Ibid. 20.]  [7:  S. C. Tucker, The Great War 1914 – 18. (London: UCL Press, 1998). 35.]  [8:  Ibid. 35.]  [9:  Ibid. 35.]  [10:  Ibid. 35.]  [11:  Ibid. 36.]  [12:  Ibid. 36.]  [13:  Ibid. 36.]  [14:  Ibid. 36.]  [15:  Ibid. 37.] 

The Battle of the Somme, beginning on July 1st, 1916 would be the second major land battle of 1916 and see the British attempt to implement the perceived lessons of 1914 and 15. With Haig as Commander in chief of the British forces, he proposed a simple plan on how to break the German lines. Haig proposed that “an enormous bombardment[footnoteRef:16]” that would last a week[footnoteRef:17] would pre-empt the attack and ensure that little to no resistance would be left standing. At once, this is a noticeable change to the style of British tactics of 1914 and does show the willingness of British command to evolve their tactics. Yet, Haig and his subordinate’s belief in the crushing power of the artillery[footnoteRef:18] marked not a ‘donkey’ general as popular myth[footnoteRef:19] would describe him, but rather at worst a naïve overenthusiasm[footnoteRef:20], which when considered alongside the heavy casualties sustained by the BEF in initial war years, illuminates a desire to try any military tactics that break the stalemate. However, the belief in artillery, as well as the other new military tactics that Haig would implement for the Somme, would not come to fruition. As an illustration of Haig’s belief in artillery-based tactics, one tactic he would employ on the day of the Somme was that of the ‘Creeping Barrage’. As the name suggests, the tactic involved firing an artillery barrage ahead of the British assault[footnoteRef:21], in theory preventing the Germans from manning their stations or machine gun nests, keeping the British soldiers safe from fire right up until they reach the German lines. On paper, the tactic of the Creeping Barrage is both evidence of the evolution of British military tactics, and British command willing to adopt new doctrine in order to gain an advantage. Though, this tactic was relatively untested, and required a high degree of artillery skill to pull off effectively[footnoteRef:22].  And while it could be argued that the evolution of British tactical thinking was flawed due to this, the argument in counter to this is that the British command was simply limited by the technology of the time. The tactic of the creeping barrage would be sounder if the British to access to later radio technology, thus indicating that the tactics did evolve, albeit sometimes in a way more advanced than its time.  [16:  J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999).  312.]  [17:  Ibid. 312.]  [18:  Ibid. 313.]  [19:  P. Harris, and S. Marble, "The `Step-by-Step' Approach: British Military Thought and Operational Method on the Western Front, 1915—1917." War in History 15, no. 1 (2008): 17-42. Available online: https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_sage_s10_1177_09683445080150010101 [Accessed 15/11/2019]. 18.]  [20:  Ibid. 19.]  [21:  J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999). 314.]  [22:  Ibid. 314.] 

In addition, one of the other hopes of the artillery on both the day and during the prior bombardment would be that it would be instrumental in decimating both the German defensive positions and the wire that defended them. Again, this is an evolution of the British tactics, which came to understand over the course of 1915 that barbed wire was lethal to any type of offensive, and thus would need to be neutralised if any success was to occur. Yet the reality the shells often failed to cut up the wire, instead just throwing into more impassable clumps[footnoteRef:23] and the German dugouts were resistant to nearly any shell the British had[footnoteRef:24]. Thus, the artillery, while a sign of a positive evolution of tactical thinking, was let down more by the overestimation of its abilities than unsound tactics. Finally, the infantry tactics on the Somme were tainted by this focus on artillery tactics, with Haig prescribing a forward advance in straight lines[footnoteRef:25], as opposed to the tried and tested “fire and movement[footnoteRef:26]”. It is advisement, along with failure of the artillery and the heavily entrenched German guns, that would lead to the massive 419,000[footnoteRef:27] British dead and with only minimal territorial gains to show for it. Yet, it is arguable that no tactic would have been able to prevent the slaughter at the Somme. As both historians John Keegan[footnoteRef:28] and Michael Howard[footnoteRef:29] argue, only technology that currently didn’t exist could have possible reduced the number of British casualties and truly broken the stalemate. Overall, the tactics that were involved in the Battle of the Somme were indeed a change from the tactics employed in 1914 and 1915, often gleamed from the experiences of those years. Still, the lessons that were to be learned from the Somme, as with any lesson of the First World War, were ones earnt through bloodshed and dreadfulness. But as Keegan puts it, the Somme “provided a learning process through which the survivors and their successors won the eventual victory of 1918.[footnoteRef:30]” and this would be partly evident at The Third Battle of Ypres in 1917. [23:  Ibid. 314.]  [24:  Ibid. 314.]  [25:  Ibid. 313.]  [26:  Ibid. 313.]  [27:  Ibid. 321.]  [28:  Ibid. 315.]  [29:  M. Howard, War in European History. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976).  131.]  [30:  J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999). 315.] 

Often referred to as Passchendaele or “The Battle of Passchendaele”, the Third Battle of Ypres took place between 31st July and 10th November 1917[footnoteRef:31]. It would see the implantation of several new technologies and tactics, including aircraft and tanks. Nonetheless, lessons that should have been learnt at the Somme were not heeded, as again the idea was to “crush the enemy’s defences and defenders[footnoteRef:32]” under the weight of artillery. As previously mentioned, the artillery tactic was not floored, but the way it was implemented at Ypres was poor. Yet unlike the Somme, the British infantry tactics had evolved to try and achieve more success. A process of advancing a fixed distance under the protection and support of artillery, securing that objective and then moving the artillery support and repeating the process[footnoteRef:33]. Refereed to as “step-by-step” or “bite and hold”, this tactic was suggested prior to the Somme by officers as early as 1915[footnoteRef:34] and was further explored after the failed breakthrough at the Somme. The fact that such a tactic was considered and adopted demonstrates that the British had attempted to learn from the Somme and reconsider old tactics considering new experience. On the other hand, the tactic of preliminary artillery bombardment had not been changed much since the Somme, the only difference being that Haig proposed doing it in a much more intense and prolonged way. Estimations of approximately four million shells[footnoteRef:35] were fired over the course of 14 days prior[footnoteRef:36] to the opening of the battle on the 31st of July. In addition to the change in infantry tactics, the British military would employ the use of tanks, along the front. The tactical use of the tank, an invention which came about the try and break the stalemate of the trenches, again marks the evolution of British tactical thinking and move towards more modernised warfare. While 136 tanks[footnoteRef:37] were deployed in the initial battle, their tactical utility would not emerge till the next war, as Howard remarks they were more “mobile fire power[footnoteRef:38]” in World War One and were often ditched once something went wrong, as the case was during the Third battle of Ypres[footnoteRef:39]. Be that as it may, the Third Battle of Ypres also saw the emergence of a new infantry tactic that would rise to prominence in the final offensives of the war in 1918. Mid-September saw the emergence of “special assault groups[footnoteRef:40]” that operated as self-contained units, giving them more tactical freedom. The emergence of such groups as an infantry tactic illustrates the continued evolution of British tactics and the necessity to adapt to the ever-deepening scale of the war. All in all, the lessons of the Third of Ypres were rather starker than at the Somme. The battle demonstrated to British command that victory could only come from massive levels of coordination between infantry, artillery, tanks and airpower. This combined arms, and revaluation of infantry tactics and composition, would all lead to the pinnacle of British tactical evolution in 1918, during the final months of war in the “100 days offensive”.  [31:  S. C. Tucker, The Great War 1914 – 18. (London: UCL Press, 1998). 139.]  [32:  J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999). 387.]  [33:  Ibid. 387.]  [34:  P. Harris, and S. Marble, "The `Step-by-Step' Approach: British Military Thought and Operational Method on the Western Front, 1915—1917." War in History 15, no. 1 (2008): 17-42. Available online: https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_sage_s10_1177_09683445080150010101 [Accessed 15/11/2019]. 19]  [35:  S. C. Tucker, The Great War 1914 – 18. (London: UCL Press, 1998). 139.]  [36:  Ibid. 139.]  [37: J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999). 387.]  [38:  M. Howard, War in European History. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976). 131.]  [39:  J. Keegan, The First World War. (London: Hutchinson, 1999). 387.]  [40:  Tucker 140] 

In conclusion, British military tactics changed dramatically over the course of World War One. The opening battles of the war in 1914 would mark the end of cavalry as a major force in warfare and force the British army to adapt to the modern nature of warfare. Over the course of the Battle of the Somme and the Third Battle of Ypres, British military tactics would continue to evolve and change, embracing the power of artillery and the innovations of tank warfare. Yet these changes were not without struggle, as evidenced by the struggle to adapt the infantry tactics to modern warfare. But the army that emerged out of 1918 was decisively different to the one that entered in 1914.
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