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The subject I have chosen for my dissertation question is the use of military mining in the First World War, with a focus on the work of the British Tunnelling Companies. I aim to develop and discuss the importance of such operations in the breaking of the deadlock that occurred across the Western Front and whether the use of mining brought the war to a faster conclusion. I had originally planned to discuss the subject of military mining throughout history, including periods such as the Middle Ages and the Vietnam War, but very quickly it became apparent that this was far too broad a subject area, and a more focused question was needed. This led me to choose the First World War as my subject area, although on further research I found that the use of mining during this conflict was very widespread and further focus was needed. This led me to decide to write my dissertation on actions in the Ypres Salient, including the Messines area, by British tunnelling companies. I plan to discuss the effectiveness of the network of tunnels throughout this area, and whether the time and effort put into building such a complex network actually ended the war any sooner than if the mines were not used. 

The subject of military mining is a poorly addressed area of history, due to its specialist nature, so the choice of the First World War was clear as source material is slightly easier to acquire, although still not a simple affair. Many books that discuss the First World War tend to gloss over the subject of the mining effort, with little more than half a page dedicated to the subject, so finding detailed information required looking into specialist authorship. Despite the difficulty, I have managed to gather a collection of secondary sources that have proved very useful in my research into the events that occurred. The most useful of these being Beneath Flanders Fields by Peter Barton et al. Barton’s work is particularly detailed, and covers all areas of the subject, so has helped provide me with a good idea how to address the question of the effectiveness of the mining efforts in the Ypres Salient. A large selection of lectures made by Barton and his colleagues are available online through YouTube[footnoteRef:1] which have been vital to gathering an overview of events before looking into the primary sources to develop my arguments. Another book which has proved most useful is Miners at War 1914-1919 by R. Wood due to its focus on the social impacts that military mining had on the Southern Welsh members of the Tunnelling Companies. This book provided me with some primary source material of accounts from the miners themselves which gave me a fantastic viewpoint into what they thought of the effectiveness of their efforts. I found further primary source material in the book Military Mining 1914-1918, published by the Royal Engineers, which contains information ranging from the official documents discussing the locations of proposed mining operations, to minutes of German conversations picked up by British tunnellers using the various listening devices available to them. This is my most useful publication that I have found to this date, and my usage of source material from it in my dissertation will show this. I am working to locate further primary source material as this, I believe, is vital to creating my argument as to the effectiveness of military mining operations. [1:  The Western Front Association (2013) ‘A Deadly Rhythm’ Peter Barton: Military Mining in WW1. Available. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWyvCmxpQJ4 (Accessed 7th September 2017)] 
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I plan to split my dissertation question into five chapters ensuring that each one proves relevant to developing my overall argument. The topics of these chapters are listed below, however they will most certainly be subject to change as I proceed with my work.
· Aims and Methodology with Literature Review
· Norton Griffith’s Tunnellers
· Silent warfare
· Technology underground
· Importance and Legacy


The first chapter, Aims and Methodology, is fairly self explanatory. I shall ensure that the goals of my dissertation are clearly outlined and the way in which I shall be approaching the question shall be explained. I will also look at evaluating my use of literary sources throughout the piece, although this will also be present throughout my work, and mention certain sources that have been of particular importance to my discussions.

The second chapter, Norton Griffith’s Tunnellers, will outline the beginnings of the British Tunnelling Companies and evaluate why the introduction of such a force was necessary. This chapter will be particularly important to my argument as I will explain the issues that had arisen on the Western Front, and why the use of military mining was pushed forward so much by Norton Griffith’s, despite opposition from the upper echelons of the British Army. This will lead onto how Griffith’s organised the Tunnelling Companies, through the use of experienced Manchester sewer workers and later through the work of coal miners from many of Britain’s coal mining regions. For this I will especially focus on the role of the South Wales coal miners in 171 Tunnelling Company, looking, not only at their importance militarily, but also at the personal effect that military mining had on them. The psychological effects of working in such stressful, taxing and dangerous environments cannot be underestimated, so the toll on even highly experienced miners cannot be overlooked. Miners at War 1914-1919: South Wales Miners in the Tunnelling Companies on the Western Front by R. Wood has proven extremely useful in this regard as it contains lots of primary source material, including postcards and letters, that give a fantastic insight into how the Welsh miners where thinking during their time in France and whether they believed that their efforts were futile or not. 

The third chapter, Silent Warfare, will outline the events of the tunnelling efforts in and around the Ypres Salient and look at these from at strategical perspective, rather than the personal viewpoints discussed in the previous chapter. This will allow me to further develop my arguments as to whether the tunnellers war was important to allied victory in the Ypres Salient. I will take a detailed look into the network of tunnels and their locations to evaluate whether this was necessary to achieve the goals they were built for. The main area of focus will be the events of the Battle of Messines, as this was a the largest culmination of underground efforts throughout the whole war and a perfect showcase for my dissertation discussion. The events of Messines are looked at in great detail by historian I. Passingham, in Pillars of Fire, as he looks at the events of the battle chronologically and evaluates the successes and failures of the triggering of the explosive mines placed under the German lines on that day. Another vital source on this area is the writings of Capt. W. G. Grieve in Tunnellers, as it documents the events of Messines in detail by someone who fought in that area during the events of the battle. This chapter will be particularly prominent in my argument as the successes and failures of military mining are very apparent in the aftermath of the detonation of both camouflets, to destroy enemy mining works, or huge explosive mines, to destroy enemy fortifications and break the deadlock of trench warfare.  

Technology underground, will discuss the differences between the equipment and tactics used by the British tunnellers and compare them in detail to those of their German counterparts. This discussion is vital to my argument as this is a key reason as to why the British gained the upper hand in the underground war, especially around the Ypres Salient. The development of technologies, such as the geophone, and the shaft sinking abilities that allowed the British to break the Kemmel Sands, allowed the British tunnellers to work much more efficiently and ultimately outplay the German mining operation. However, the British did not wholly rely on complicated technologies, an example being the removal of shoes when underground to minimise sound. These small details the German miners, or Pioniere, heavily neglected which allowed the British supremacy, although these advantages did not mitigate the horrific conditions nor loss of life that came with this type of warfare. The book Military Mining 1914-1919, published by the Royal Engineers, contains key diagrams and other primary source material related to the development of mining technology. The nature of this area means that I may have to use the technical drawings in this publication to help explain my points, as it may prove difficult to describe through words the equipment used by the miners. 
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The final chapter will discuss the importance of the mining efforts in the view of the overall outcome of the war and whether the successes and failures made in the Ypres Salient altered the outcome of the war for better or worse. I will also seek to acknowledge how the Tunnelling Companies are remembered today, for example on memorials, and assess whether the exploits of the British miners has been forgotten in lieu of the ‘famous’ battles, and mass loss of life from the battles on the surface. I will seek to understand whether the sacrifices made by tunnellers was any more or less important than the sacrifices made by the infantry in the trenches above. 



    

