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Alan John Percivale Taylor was born in Southport Lancashire in 1906. Son of relatively wealthy left-wing parents who expressed an open pacifist stance towards the First World War.  In 1924 Taylor was at Oxford studying modern history. His close family were extremely active politically. His mother Constance was both a suffragette and feminist, his uncle, a founding member of the British communist party. Taylor himself joined the communist party and later the Labour Party, which he remained a member of throughout his life. After lecturing at the Victoria University of Manchester during the 1930’s he was back in Oxford by 1938, speaking to packed out halls. In 1954 he published ‘The Struggle for Mastery in Europe 1848-1918’ and later ‘The Trouble Makers’ and there was beginning to appear in his works, a suggestion that many underlying patterns of accident were responsible for major incidents in history, contradicting the notion that general decision making was the given causal norm. Evident in his 1955 biography of Bismarck, Taylor contradicted the stance of other contemporary historians like Heinrich von Sybel and Heinrich von Treitschke by claiming the Iron Chancellors successful unification of Germany was down to more luck than design.
Originally published by Hamish Hamilton in 1963, ‘The First World War- an illustrated history’, was the twenty seventh book Taylor had written in regard to modern history. It was important that the book was handled by an established company that had already proved itself well able to handle the demand of not only providing accessible material to the reader, but also to meet the particular high standards of distribution and production. Taylor was already at this point an extremely prominent author and it was the intent to produce a book that was that offered compelling imagery and a broadly appealing literary style. Taylor himself was keen to take his material outside of the academic sphere. This was already evident in the many popular television lectures he gave in the 1940’s and 50’s, regularly performing in an engaging and informal style. Taylor was keen to embrace any opportunity that offered him the chance to present history to a wider audience.
 Taylor sets the tone of the book immediately in his preface that this was a war whose bearings of reason were lost from the start.  He gives the impression of the statesmen and leaders like captains at the helm of a rudderless ship in unchartered territory. The photography would not only add to the context of the narrative but help us to relive it, he says.
Each chapter in the book is divided in chronological order and dedicated to any given year of the conflict. Taylor again pulls no punches in his opening chapter of 1914. It is a damning critique of both the reasons for going to war and ultimately how it was managed. He places great emphasis on the importance of the railway networks in Europe as they would dictate the pace of how the armies would be able to mobilize. In Germany this was particularly evident under The Schlieffen Plan, the proposed battle plan that dated from 1905, where the rigid format of the railway timetables impaired the flexibility of military decision making. Germany’s advance into Belgium was heavily reliant on railway logistics. Indeed, Taylor goes on to say that it was Schlieffen (The German Chief of the General Staff 1892-1906) who became ‘the real maker of the First World War’ (p.20). Taylor emphasizes that ’Germany did not want war’ and that ‘France was moving towards peace with Germany’ prior to the outbreak of war (p.15). The certainty and acknowledgement felt generally throughout Europe was that Germany would soon reach the pinnacle of European economic superiority is clearly stated.
 Taylor’s unrelenting candour takes us through what he considers another debacle, which is the Gallipoli Campaign. Again, this is highlighted as another ignominious flight of militant fancy. Incompetently directed and poorly executed, the blame here is firmly placed on the commanding officers. In this case General Sir Ian Hamilton and Vice Admiral de Robeck, here a photograph of the two protagonists is laid before us with the simple damning title: ‘The men who failed at Gallipoli’ (p.79). Taylor notes the reticence of Admiral Fisher, regarding the wisdom of the planned Gallipoli offensive. Of how, swayed by the assurances of his friend Winston Churchill, and with an unerring sense of duty, he was able to dismiss his own doubts and succumb to the doomed plan. Taylor skilfully conveys the terrible sense of unnecessary tragedy that befalls the troops inevitable destruction. The Allied army having neither the equipment or expertise (through the particular training required) to mount a coastal offensive of this sort, were facing huge assured losses. The Australia and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), who had already established itself and contributed to the garrison at Egypt, suffered terribly and Taylor too, highlights the impact made on the national consciousness of those nations involved. Of the 480,000 allied troops involved, 250,000 of those were casualties of that particular conflict, a similar figure was suffered by the Turkish forces. The one singular feat of success was the withdrawal of troops from the Gallipoli Peninsula later in early January of 1916.
Taylor finds the time to carefully recognise other important social trends that were occurring between the militaristic milestones. He mentions Emily Pankhurst and the suffragettes attempts at recognition in the workplace. How their demonstrations for the right to work led then minister of munitions, Lloyd George to grant them employment within the shell factories. This marked a pivotal change in the public perception of the roles and social position of women in society. This later led to the formation of auxiliary units of women within the armed forces, as well as female police officers. Another important movement taking place at this time was the drive towards conscription. As Taylor highlights, it failed in its attempts to winkle out the 650,000 ‘shirkers’ within the population, instead stirring nearly one and a half million to claim exemption as they deemed their employment essential within industry. 
When Germany launched operation ‘judgement’ and its bombardment of the French defensive position of Verdun, Taylor describes how the French General Joffre was reluctant to take earlier intelligence of the threat seriously or provide aid, instead choosing to focus on preparations for the Somme. Joffre bowed down to the French Prime Minister Briand in agreeing to an absolute conviction to defend Verdun. Falkenhayn’s trap had succeeded and what followed was, as Taylor says was ‘the most senseless episode in a war not distinguished for sense anywhere’. After hundreds of thousands of lives had been lost, Verdun had descended into what Taylor calls a ‘cauldron of destruction’. With little land advance made by the Germans, the French interpretation was to see it as a moral victory.
In regards to the battle of the Somme Taylor paints a picture of a British army as he says ‘full of enthusiasm, and not much else’. Newly recruited military officers with no experience were ordered to follow unreasonable demands from their superiors, often being asked to recklessly expose themselves to harm. The consequences of insubordination were met with an army of the ‘harshest discipline and the most severe punishment’. On July 1 1916 the British army had suffered its heaviest ever loss of personnel: 60,000 casualties and 20,000 dead. One grim snapshot (p.137) provides us with an example of the toll suffered, a scene of complete and utter destruction, bodies strewn about the shattered fragments of trees and equipment. Men were being sent to advance into positions made ready by further bombardment. That created an even harder terrain to navigate, with muddy craters and huge mounds of earth. This torturous progress finally came to a halt by 13 November. Taylor says, ‘The battle, if such it can be called, came to its dismal end’. Five miles of territory had been gained, the expense had been 420,000 British casualties, 200,000 French and 450,000 German.
Taylor highlights this period as particularly significant in terms of its effect on the general psyche of the nation and an end to any lingering light of idealism. This was the point at which nothing made sense anymore, war had no purpose and was being fought for its own sake. The Somme, he says, would come to symbolise ‘brave helpless soldiers; blundering obstinate generals; nothing achieved’ (p.140). 
In the build up to the battle of Arras, Taylor takes us on an informative journey witnessing the background of political manoeuvring. The Prime Minister Lloyd George goes some way to implementing his tendency to advocate for better centralization of military decision making. Robert Nivelle, French Chief of the Army Staff is put in control of British forces temporarily much to the annoyance of Field Marshall Douglas Haig. Taylors conclusion is that Nivilles ambitious attempt at a breakthrough of German lines met an inevitable pattern of swift German consolidation, back to ‘the old massacre’ says Taylor (p.176). 	Comment by steven samuels: 
There are few occasions in the book where Taylor demonstrates any sympathy for the decision making of the various leaderships. That is understandable in light of the objective tone he demonstrates in regard to the point of the war. Even at the end ‘Germany remained united, proud, still with all the resources of a great power’. Taylors critical commentary is a recurring theme throughout the book. In summing up by says ‘the majority served and suffered for unselfish courses which they did not fully understand’.

The late Edward B Segel, professor of history at the University of California explored the many facets of Taylors approach to the presentation of his work. His article on Taylor begins by attempting to see beyond the initial ‘eccentricity and insufferableness’ to a worthy end result. The idea that all historians must entertain the objective of publicity to promote a greater awareness is a valid one he says. Those, he says, are goals that are freely found amongst others writers such as H R Trevor-Roper. Taylor is described as ‘disdaining decorous notions of academic propriety for a more congenial role as a sardonic gadfly’. 
What Taylor conveys and comes across to me very strongly in the book is an awful inevitability to the course of events, not only leading up to the war but during it. Monumental decision making in the hands of the few. The responsibility of millions of lives, based on the decisions of an elite. Taylor clearly illustrates how so often this became a war of attrition, where ill- conceived military plans consistently met their miserably deserved end at the bitter cost of life and limb. Taylor is rightly unforgiving in his condemnation of bad leadership throughout the book. His criticism is frank and unforgiving. I found this approach personally very satisfying as it adds a human element into his work, which consequently produces a genuine authenticity to his work. His unique approach to the subject gives his work a strong identity. His informal approach adds a real flavour of honesty to the way Taylor approaches his subject.
 Taylors disregard for established norms often borders on comical and it is easy to see how easily as a character he would upset the established order. That dry humorous disregard obviously proved problematic when considering how one manages an explanation of the atrocities committed during WW1. I found the book to be very accessible in terms of language and information. I think the balance was right between text and illustrations, the photographs enhanced and did not detract from the flowing narrative. The book was covering a lot of ground within the limited scope of its format. The impression I had on completion was that it was a well-paced and structured work of the period although the book lacked referencing to make it of any greater use academically.




Bibliography

Segel, Edward B., ‘A.J.P. Taylor and History’, The Review of Politics, 26 (1964),531-46
http://dx.doi.org/10/1017/S0034670500005490

Taylor, A. J. P. (Alan John Percivale), The First World War : An Illustrated History, Repr.1965. (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1965).

Stone, Norman, World War One : A Short History (London: Allen Lane, 2007)


  

