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Have accounts of life in the trenches on the Western Front overshadowed the experience of British servicemen and women in other theatres of war, to the detriment of our understanding of the conflict? 

From a historical perspective, World War 1 was a conflict between two major alliances, one comprising primarily Britain and its Empire, France, Italy and Russia and the other comprising Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey. It was fought across many areas of the world, so to understand both the conflict itself and its outcomes and consequences, there is a need to see the wider global view. It is however undoubtedly true that from a British societal perspective, over time since the conflict, there has been dominant emphasis on the experiences of specifically British soldiers in the trenches on the Western Front, and this in turn has engendered a widely held British popular belief that World War 1 was won by Britain on the Western Front. This, of itself, is a detriment to our understanding of the wider conflict, and it is vital that we get way from narrow nationalist interpretations of history. As Chris Kempshall writes, whilst there is reason to focus on your specific nationality’s contribution to any given conflict, he also correctly asserts that there is a fine line between that and analysing your history to the, at times, seemingly active exclusion of all other national viewpoints, contributions, and interpretations.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Kempshall, C.,Forgetting the French, Online Article available at: http://ww1centenary.oucs.ox.ac.uk/memory of war/forgetting-the-french/, Accessed 6th January 2018.] 


The popular focus on the Western Front undoubtedly has many causes and the British public’s perceptions of the experiences of those who fought in the trenches has developed over the intervening years, but arguably the process was initiated by the work of historian Samuel Hynes. In his book ‘a War Imagined’, Hynes provided stories of conscripted soldiers (most of whom were sent to the Western Front) ‘their heads full of high abstractions like Honour, Glory and England’, being ‘slaughtered in stupid battles planned by stupid generals’. [footnoteRef:2]Those who survived the carnage on the battlefields of Flanders were shocked, disillusioned and embittered by their war experiences (which would have mostly been that of the trenches on the Western Front, and saw that their real enemies were not the Germans, but the old men at home who had lied to them.’ According Hynes, this general realisation caused the people of Britain to reject many of the values of the pre-war society.[footnoteRef:3] More modern work by such historians as Niall Ferguson, and Dan Todman, has brought this view into question, describing it as partial and polemic and based mostly on myth. [2:  Hynes, S.L., 1991, A war imagined: the First World War and English culture, pp. i–xii, Atheneum: Maxwell Macmillan, New York. ISBN 978-0-689-12128-9.
]  [3:  Hynes, S.L., 1991, A war imagined: the First World War and English culture, pp. i–xii, Atheneum: Maxwell Macmillan, New York. ISBN 978-0-689-12128-9.] 


The work of Todman in particular alludes to a worrying trend within British WW1 historiography to discount any piece of evidence that does not fit with the accepted perception of the First World War as ‘aimless’.[footnoteRef:4] The focus of this essay will be to what extent this view is valid. [4:  Todman, D., 2013, The Great War: Myth and Memory, pp 153-221, Bloomsbury Publishing, London, U.K., ISBN 978-0-8264-6728-7.] 


Firstly, we have to ascertain is to what extent post-war and even sometimes posthumous, accounts of life in the trenches have perhaps over-shadowed experience from other services and fronts, although there is much evidence that they have, it would be pointless to try to measure by how much since the whole area is highly subjective. By and large this is due to two factors, a) the brilliant poetry of people like Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen and, in Wales, David Jones the “Soldier Poet”, in particular his epic poem” In Parenthesis” who vividly captured the conditions of trench warfare and made it accessible to the British public, and b) quite simply the fact that the vast majority of British Army personnel served on the Western Front in the trenches.[footnoteRef:5] Not surprisingly, the Western Front was also therefore where the vast majority (approximately 82%) of all British wartime casualties occurred.[footnoteRef:6] To that extent, if the historian’s job can be argued as ascribing import by reference to the largest amount  of human experience, then within the context of purely British experience of the 1st World War, the lack of emphasis (or even interest)  on those historical accounts that are not to do with the Western Front is understandable  and not too egregious.  [5:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Find War Dead". Retrieved 2014-11-24., and Ellis, J., 2001, The World War I Databook. p. 270., Aurum Press., London ISBN 978-1-85410-766-4.
]  [6:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission. Commonwealth War Graves Commission Annual Report 2014–2015 p. 38". Retrieved 24 May 2016. Figures include identified burials and those commemorated by name on memorials, 
  The War Office, 1922, Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire During the Great War 1914–1920, P.674–676 (1,260 civilians killed in air and attacks), His Majesty’s Stationery Office, London, U.K. Available at: https://ia800502.us.archive.org/23/items/statisticsofmili00grea/statisticsofmili00grea.pdf, Accessed:1st January 2018
   ibid , P.339 (14,661 killed in Merchant Navy) 
  Gilbert, M., 1994. Atlas of World War I., Oxford University Press, Oxford, U.K., ISBN 978-0-19-521077-4 (908 civilians killed in naval attacks)] 


However, I would strongly contend that, while it may be easy to see how and why the trench warfare of the Western Front has become the accepted focus in the popular mindset, our obsession with just that part of the British WW1 experience to the total exclusion of the experience of others, is not only academically counterproductive, since it is detrimental to the wider understanding of the overall conflict, but also arguably morally wrong; since as historians we are to some extent responsible for giving as accurate a view of history as possible.[footnoteRef:7] For a conflict as extensive and world shaking as the “Great War”, it is vital that the true causes, actions and experience of all those engaged in the whole theatre of the war becomes at least more readily available and  accessible to the public and not merely the domain of academics. However, in the case of this particular conflict it appears that the reverse has held true: because the public imagination has been so caught up by the horrors of the trenches, the poppies on the battlefields and the truly awe-inspiring and easily accessible military cemeteries on the continent, British historians appear to have simply followed and reported largely the history that the British public apparently wanted to hear. [7:  Ranke, L.v., 1887,Histories of the Latin and Germanic Nations from 1494-1514", Translation published by George Bell and Sons, London, Available at: https://archive.org/details/historyoflatinte00rankuoft, Accessed 10th Jan 2018 Also Stern, F. (ed), 1956,The Varieties of History from Voltaire to the Present, p.57., World Publishing, New York, U.S.A.,(republished Meridian, New York 1972) ISBN 978-7394719627] 


Since the end of the First World War, the majority of museums and official state Remembrance Services in Britain have focused on the western front and the direct conflict between German, British and, to a much lesser extent, French troops in the trenches on the western front. Whilst this is hardly surprising since the vast majority of British soldiers that were conscripted into the army were deployed to that theatre, what is perhaps less acceptable is that the focus on this comparatively narrow field of the conflict has inexorably drifted into British academia, to the extent that Peter Hart in his work Gallipoli went as far as stating that the only theatre that not only had, but could have had any relevance to or impact on the outcome of the war, was the western European front.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Hart, P., 2011, Gallipoli, pp1-22., Profile Books, London, ISBN 978-1-84668- 161-5.
] 


Furthermore, the focus specifically on life in the European trenches has significantly down played not just the ramifications of the war and its long-term impact, but also the experiences of British naval personnel, and the experience of the soldiers, including those of different nationalities within the British Empire, let alone of different nationalities outside of the British Empire. While they may have had less exposure and visibility, the stories of Britons and others who served in other theatres of war such as Thessalonica, the Levant, Mesopotamia, and in the North Sea Blockade, deserve consideration and study as they may be at least as instructive in identifying both how different responses may have promoted different (and better) outcomes at the time , but also in understanding the course of events that in some cases appears to have followed those responses and is, even today, impacting events around the globe.

A major problem from a military history perspective is that the Western Front focus leads both historians, and more possibly importantly, the public to associate the First World War almost totally and only with trench warfare; that it is perceived in those trenches that the war was won, and that the attempts by Britain to break the deadlock by attacking Turkey at Gallipoli, in the Levant and Mesopotamia was at best irrelevant and in Hart’s opinion, ‘utter lunacy’. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Hart, P., 2011, Gallipoli, pp1-22., Profile Books, London, ISBN 978-1-84668- 161-5.] 


The reality is that whilst the trenches of the First World War was a vital part of the war effort, it was not pivotal, and certainly not the only possible reading of events. For example, according to David Janicki, The war was won, not by the soldiers in the trenches, but through the impact of the trade blockade resolutely imposed by the Royal Navy which effectively starved Germany into submission.[footnoteRef:10] Arguably, whilst in a similar defensive posture to the British army in mainland Europe, the experience of Royal Navy (RN) and, more importantly, Merchant Navy sailors was fundamentally different. In that theatre, with the advent and superiority of German submarine warfare, the experience of sailors for the vast majority of the conflict, was less the drudging monotonous despair of constant shell fire, and more the constant, gnawing fear of surprise attacks from an enemy that they had no effective method of even observing, let alone effectively engaging, a fact borne out by the fact that up until depth charges were tested and deployed by the RN the only defensive anti-submarine measures were armoured torpedo belts and nets which are purely protective.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Janicki, D.A., 2014, The British Blockade During World War I: The Weapon of Deprivation, pp 1-19, Inquiries Journal, 2014, Vol. 6 No. 06. Available at: http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/899/5/the-british-blockade-during-world-war-i-the-weapon-of-deprivation. Accessed: Jan 8th 2018
]  [11:  McKee, F.M., 1993, An Explosive Story: The Rise and Fall of the Depth Charge, pp45-58, The Northern Mariner / Le Marin du Nord, Vol III, No 1. Ottawa, Ontario: Canadian Nautical Research Society and the North American Society for Oceanic History. III (1). ISSN 1183-112X. Available at: https://www.cnrs-scrn.org/northern_mariner/vol03/tnm_3_1_45-58.pdf] 


Very early on in the war, it became apparent with the sinking of the ships HMS Aboukir, Hogue, and Cressy in short order by one U-boat, that older warships and their crews had no mechanism or training to deal with attacks by submarine, or to take offensive action against them, and the fear of this new form of warfare forced the British Home Fleet to relocate from its base at Scapa Flow to more defensible ports on the west coast of Scotland and in Northern Ireland, a wise move considering the infiltration of Scapa Flow by German Submarine U-24 only a few months later.[footnoteRef:12] To the naval personnel, although it could be argued that they had a significantly better deal, in terms of human comfort, than those in the trenches, at least those in the trenches had some idea of where their enemy was in relation to them, and had some hope of, and supporting equipment which allowed, counter engagement when they were attacked. [12:  Massie, R.K., 2004. Castles of Steel: Britain, Germany, and the Winning of the Great War at Sea, pp130-136, Jonathan Cape, London, U.K. ISBN 0-224-04092-8 
Messimer, D., 2001, Find and Destroy: Antisubmarine Warfare in World War I. pp 36-37, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, U.S.A ] 


Furthermore, the focus on the trench warfare experience of British forces on the Western Front, which exemplifies a static ‘war of attrition’, seems to have cemented the idea in a significant majority of the public consciousness that this was also typical of all the other combat theatres of WWI where the British Army was involved. While it is true that the experiences of those who fought  on the Western Front, and arguably those who were involved in the most famous middle eastern battle; the ill-conceived Gallipoli campaign, were undoubtedly attrition based warfare, the historical record  suggests the experience of British soldiers who were deployed in campaigns in the Levantine, African  and  Mesopotamia campaigns was very different. These campaigns were fought in a far more fluid and mobile style, using mobile mechanised forces more reminiscent of the manoeuvre warfare and deep battle doctrine that is more normally associated with the Second World War and Cold War Era. [footnoteRef:13] [13: 13 The National Archives, Mesoptamia Campaign, Available at: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/battles/mesopotamia.htm, Accessed 8th Jan. 2018] 


Interestingly, these campaigns were also more akin to the kind of war that was expected by the European High Commands in the run up to the First World War, and was indeed the kind of warfare that did take place on the western front at the onset of war in early 1914, as German forces quickly overran Belgium, and eastern France. However once the German advance had been slowed and then stopped by both defensive action and by German inability to maintain the supply of additional resources (men and munitions) into the conflict, the campaign turned from one of mobility to one of static attrition along a wide front extending effectively from the Channel coast to Switzerland  by late 1914. This might suggest to us that it was the very unexpectedness of the trench warfare campaign that made it such a disaster and difficult for the British commander to understand how to respond to this type of warfare. This conflict clearly provides us with an important lesson from that it is vital for military commanders and planners to keep an open mind to the changing nature of warfare.

To that extent it should be no surprise that a significant majority of the upper echelons of the German Army High Command in the Second World War, including Erwin Rommel, and Heinz Guderian, who is seen as the main architect of Germany’s ‘Blitzkrieg’ doctrine, with its emphasis on  highly mobile armoured and motorized infantry warfare had predominantly fought on the Western Front during the invasion of Belgium and France, and then were transferred to the Eastern Front fighting the Russians and Romanians for the majority of the rest of the war.[footnoteRef:14] Their experience of the war was fundamentally different from the experience of most Germans and Britons, and it is during this time that Rommel in particular was at the forefront of pioneering infiltration tactics, which has been  identified as an early form of blitzkrieg.[footnoteRef:15] It is therefore arguable that it was precisely our lack of knowledge about this theatre that precipitated the rapid defeat of France at the beginning of the Second World War. It was said by Churchill that this frontier was ‘the unknown war’, and Timothy C. Dowling writing in his work Eastern Front states that the assumption in Britain was that this war was the mirror of that fought on the Western Front, while in fact this could not have been further from the truth.[footnoteRef:16] While this is perhaps not the place to go into the specifics of the Eastern Front theatre, since the focus of this question is the upon the experience of British servicemen, rather than Russian German or Austrian, it is worth mentioning here because it shows that this focus on the trenches has so subsumed the written perceived history of the war that most British people with any interest in it now tend to the view  that all of the theatres of conflict during the First World War mirrored that of the trenches and the western front that they see in the cinema, read about in poetry and indeed have heard about from family stories handed down by surviving combatants in that theatre.  [14:  Barnett, C,, 1989, Hitler's Generals. p. 442,Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, U.K., ISBN 0-297-79462-0
Fraser, D., 1993. Knight's Cross: A Life of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, p43,45,  HarperPerennial, New York, U.S.A., ISBN 978-0-06-018222-9   ]  [15:  Carver, M., 2005, The Warlords, p321, Pen and Sword, Barnsley U.K.,. ISBN 9781473819740. ]  [16:  Dowling, T.C., 2014, Eastern Front, 1914-1918 Online, Available at: https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/eastern_front, Accessed 8th Jan 2018-01-12] 


In fact, as Povlock states, rather than the doctrine of manoeuvre and deep strike battle using mobile forces being pioneered by the Germans in the 2nd World War, the primary concepts of this type of combat were FIRST demonstrated and successfully implemented in WWI by General Allenby in the Middle Eastern theatre; particularly during the third Battle of Megiddo.[footnoteRef:17][footnoteRef:18] Here, his pioneering use of mechanized elements of his army comprising of British, Egyptian, Indian, and Australian/New Zealand (ANZAC) troops, and great emphasis on the logistical side of warfare; for instance, making sure his soldiers were adequately supplied with water, provisions as well as munitions , is widely considered his most impressive achievement and his effective use of field counter intelligence revolutionized desert warfare.[footnoteRef:19] Ultimately, Allenby took the Ottoman forces in Palestine almost totally by surprise with a lightning fast campaign of movement, from a well-supplied and confident army. All this is a dramatically different picture from the conditions with which the British forces on the western front were faced.  [17:  Pavlock, P., 1997, Deep Battle in World War One: The British 1918 Offensive in Palestine, Paper prepared for US Naval War College, Newport, R.I. U.S.A, Available at: http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a325107.pdf, Accessed: 8th Jan.2018
]  [18:  Liddell Hart, B.H., 1970, History of the First World War. London. Pan Books. ISBN 978-0-330-23354-5]  [19:  Urban, M., 2005, Generals: Ten British Commanders Who Shaped The Modern World, Faber and Faber, London., ISBN: 9780571224876
] 


Similarly, due to the focus placed on the experience of British soldiers on the western front displayed collectively by British historians, very little is ever mentioned about the experience of British and Indian soldiers in the Mesopotamian campaign, except for passing reference to the military disaster at Kut al Amara, where general Townshend’s force was besieged for 147 days, and eventually surrendered to Ottoman force, with 13000 men being taken prisoner.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst this is indeed another example of attritional warfare, this engagement is very much the exception to and not the rule of the Mesopotamian campaign, which was by and large a British success story, although much this was over-shadowed by the two major battles of Ctesiphon and Kut al Amara, both of which are rightly remembered as  military disasters. More importantly in most instances other battles demonstrated a fundamentally different style of war than we have come to associate with the first word war overall, with campaigns mostly comprised of slow, methodical but mobile advances, with continual gains centred upon controlling strategic points along the Tigris, rather than the essentially static nature of the Western Front. [footnoteRef:21] [20:  Catherwood, C., 2014. The Battles of World War I., pp. 51–2., Allison & Busby, London, ISBN 978-0-7490-1502-2.]  [21:  Erickson, E.J., 2001, Ordered to Die: A history of the Ottoman Army in the First World War, p.110, Greenwood Press, Westport, U.S.A., ISBN 0-313-31516-7] 


In addition, what became known as the Macedonian front, and resulted in the successful triple invasion of Serbia, has been almost totally forgotten (or unknown) by the British public and more shamefully, by most British historians. Conflict on the Macedonian front, where the principal enemy was the Bulgarian army, is characterised by sweeping advances made by the Bulgarians into Greek territory, (predominantly as a result of political problems in Greece caused by the fact that the prime-minister supported the allies, while the king was pro-German). This was successfully countered and repulsed in  a concerted campaign  by a combined allied Macedonian army, which was made up of divisions from nearly every Entente aligned European nation.[footnoteRef:22] This again represents a huge difference in the experience of those soldiers engaged in this theatre and those of the western front, not least as a result of the fact that the units on this front came together from different nationalities to form one army, whereas on the Western Front, whilst they often worked in concert with each other, they were fundamentally separate entities. In other words, while there was a British army, and a French army on the western front, in Greece there was an Allied Army, which is much more a precursor of what we were to see during the Second World War.  [22:  Moody, S., Wakefield, A., 2004, Under the Devil's Eye: Britain's Forgotten Army at Salonika 1915–1918, Sutton Publishing, Stroud, U.K., ISBN 9780-750935371] 


From the above, and from a specifically British perspective, we can see that he focus on the experience of British soldiers in the western front has, at least, deeply skewed our knowledge, and therefore our interpretation, of the First World War, and whilst it was indeed very much a war of attrition on the Western front, the wider picture of the war was a far more tactically diverse set of conflicts. 


In conclusion therefore, I feel that it is entirely understandable that the British public mind set, has focussed on, and has deep sympathy and empathy with, the experience of British soldiers on the Western Front. This is in part a result of the sheer statistics involved: one only has to look at the war memorials across the breadth of the country to realise that there could have been very few families which remained untouched by the ‘shadow of war’, either directly or indirectly, and most of the recounted personal history experiences would have been related to action in the trenches. Additionally, while the accounts of experiences may have been graphically unbearable, the fact remains that many of the combatants had the time to document their experiences at the time and returned home to Great Britain to tell the tale. The personal accounts were reinforced by the skill of the writers such as Sassoon, Owen, and Jones who became renowned for their “war poetry” which powerfully evoked the raw human passion and emotion of being involved in any conflagration; even in his poem “Anthem for Doomed Youth” while Wilfred Owen does not speak specifically of the trenches, drawing on his own experience it is obvious that is where he was, and what he was writing about.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Owen, W., 1917 republ.2014, Anthem for Doomed Youth, Poets of the Great War-Wilfred Owen, p13, Faber and Faber, London, ISBN978-0-571-31528-4] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Consequently, I strongly support the view that the focus on the British experience within the 1st World War to the exclusion of all other nations, with the possible exception of German experience, is not merely detrimental to our overall understanding of the wider conflict, but completely unjustifiable from the perspective of providing a close representation of events as they unrolled, as required by the best traditions of historians the world over. Such a narrow representation cannot but severely limit our capability to add a nuanced and accurate analysis to the debate and thus provide a platform to learn the lessons of history in a beneficial and properly evidenced manner. 
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