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One week after the historic referendum of 23 ™ June and the
decision to leave the European Union, the now ex-Prime Minister
David Cameron joined French President Francois Hollande at
the Thiepval Memorial in Northern Fr ance for a commemorative
service to remember the men who died 100 years ago, between
1% July and 18" November 1916, in the Battle of the Somme .

The Battle had been planned to end months of deadlock on the
Western Front. In the first 24 hours, there were 57,470
casualties (including 19, 240 men killed) djust under half the
total engaged. Most men were killed in the first few minutes.
After the opening assault, the battle conti nued for another 140
days. When winter weather finally brought the battle t o a
standstill after 141 days of horror, the net gain was no more
than a strip of land 20 miles wide and six miles deep.

Though popularly portrayed as a hero at the end of the war,
Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, chief of staff of the British
Expeditionary Force and architect of the battle, has become a
highly controversial figure whose lack of judgement and
disregard of human life have been severely criticised 0 witness
the article included in this issue.

The songs that were sung by the soldiers of the Great War
speak of bitterness, disillusionment and boredom. Very few

sol diersd songs actually expr
The butt of the sol diigthex dwnjhighk
ranking officers and SNCOs as t he sampl e oin

this edition makes abundantly clear.

Greg Ruthven explains how he first heard about Wilfred Owen
and the war poets when he changed schools aged 11, and how it
changed his vision of life and death and his attitude towards war
in general.

April-June is always a very busy period for commemorative
events. Remembrance ceremonies were attended by branch
members at Jahlay, Bérinzenne, Rebecq, Zeebrugge, Hotton,
La Roche and Evere. Andrée Ferrant reports on these events.

Finally, Fleur Empringham tells us about her own very positive
experience of regular home visits by a student at the ISB.

We hope you enjoy reading this edition of the Newsletter and
wish you all a very pleasant summer.

Michael Whitburn, Newsletter coordinator
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FIELD MARSHAL SIR DOUGLAS HAIG

Visiting the Somme battlefield in northern France is largely a matter of going from one
Commonwealth Graves Commission cemetery to another. One sees so many of these
cemeteries and so many stones - along with the vast memorial at Thie pvpal bearing the
names of some 70,000 British soldiers whose bodies were never recovered - that after a
few hours of it, you simply feel overwhelmed.

The magnitude of the battle still baffles the imagination. On the morning of July 1, 1916,
110,000 British iwmdranthgmeopwéntnoa few h
casualties. Nearly 20,000 of these were either dead already or would die of their wounds,
many of them |lingering for days between th

The offensive was pursued, under the command of Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, for
another four months, wuntil winter weather
army had suffered more than 400,000 casualties.

Despite the human losses and inconclusive
battles, Haig still has defenders who would
claim he was not in fact an unsuccessful
commander. At the end of the war, after all,
the army he commanded was, if not victorious,
then plainly on the winning side.

While the controversy over Haig has never been
settled, there was no question about his fitness
for command when he took over the British
forces on the Western Front after the failures of
1915. The battles at Arras and Loos had been
badly planned and managed, captured little
ground and resulted in what seemed at the time
heavy casualties.

BEF commander Sir John French was replaced by
Haig, who was as confident as he was qualified.
In the words of Winston Churchill: 60 The e s
of his military colleagues found a healthy
counterpart in his own self -confidence. He was

0 M e A it e R o PO as sure of himself at the head of the British
RRIAN DUFFY-- RICHARD AfTENSOROUGH RMICHARD AITENBOROUGH - . .
[ETEomiemeron > e G ¢ s e army as a country gentleman on the soil which

his ancestors had trod for generations and to whose cultivation he haddevot ed hi s

The reference to the oOocountry gentl emand
deeply and stubbornly attached to the horse, and he went so far as to argue that the
machine gun was an overrated weapon especially against the horse.

In the Somme Offensive, Haig honestly believed a massive frontal assault by British
infantry would punch a hole in the German line, through which his cavalry would then
charge to glory. On several occasions mounted troops were brought up in anticipation of
the breakout that, of course, never occurred.
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And Haigds fantasies of cavalry charges acrt
on sending infantry against the enemy in neat ranks at a slow walk, the better to maintain
control.

When the horrific 142 -day ordeal of the Somme was finally over, the feeling in the British
gover nment w&smmes Tha pdlitieians, it seemed, had learned something, but
Haig clearly not. He wanted to fight another battle, very much like the Somme, only bi  gger,
and on terrain that was even less well suited for the offensive. This time, at the notorious
Ypres salient in Flanders, he believed he would get it right and win the war. The cavalry, of
course, would carry the day.

By the summer of 1917, frontal assaults had failed disastrously up and down the Western
Front. After its last attempt at piercing the German line, the French army had broken and
mutinied. Haig had no new tactics to offer, and the only technological advance that showed
any promise was the tank. However, there may have been no terrain along the entire 300 -
plus miles of the Western Front less suited to tank warfare than the wet, low -lying ground of
Flanders.

But Haig and his staff remained sublimely confident, and as Churchill dryly points out
ohopes of decisive victory grew with every step away from the British front line and
reached absolute conviction in the Intelligence Department. 6 Hai gds cCi vi
London were sceptical however. The new Prime Minister, Lloyd George, wanted to fig ht
defensively on the Western Front while waiting for the Americans, now in the war, to begin
arriving in Europe in decisive numbers.

Haig won the political battle and got everything he wanted in terms of men and military
equipment for what became known as Third Ypres or Passchendaele- a battle remembered
for, among other things, terrain so wet it seemed to consist of nothing but mud and shell
holes filled with vile water. Indeed, in no land battle in history did so many men die by
drowning.

Of the final assaul t , British military hTospersist inahs
tactically impossible battle was an inexcusable piece of pigheadedness on the part of Haig. 6

The indictment against Haig and his opighea
of more than 250,000 British casualties is not simply one of losses - though that in itself
would be more than enough. What secures the status of Third Ypresasone of hi st «
military blunders is the fact that while Haig thought it a victory, the battle nearly lost the

war for the Allies.

In late 1917 and early 1918 the Germans moved troops from Russia to the Western Front and
began preparing for their own great offensive against a British army that had been so badly
mauled it was compelled to reduce the number of battalions in a division from 13 to 10.

Haig needed reinforcements. There were troops available across the channel, but Lloyd
Geor ge wo ulthdnmforfear shat Maig, like a teenager with a new credit card, would
simply spend to the limit. And Haig had given him every reason for believing this. If there
was deep mistrust between civilian and military leadership, Haig was to blame for it, butt  he
politicians didnét have the courage to act
- letting him keep his command but denying him the reserves he needed - was the worst of
many bad alternatives.

When the German offensive broke like a huge wav e on March 21, the British army lost more
ground than it had gained in any of Haigds
just barely. But now the Americans were coming, to replace the wasted battalions, and
Germany did not have an America to come to its assistance.
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After the war, Haig became something of an awkward figure for the British government. He
was popularly portrayed as a hero and given money and titles, but never another job. He
wor ked sel fl es schuges and helped establiahnttse @Royal British Legion. Early
biographies were laudatory, but then came the inevitable reappraisals.

B.H. Liddell-Hart, a distinguished military historian who had been wounded on the Western
Front, went from admirertoscepti ¢ t o unremitting critiHe[Hai]
was a man of supreme egoism and utter lack of scruple fwho, to his overweening ambition,
sacrificed hundreds of thousands of men. A man who betrayed even his most devoted
assistants as well as the Government which he served. A man who gained his ends by trickery
of a kind that was not merely i mmor al but ¢

Haig was cruelly mocked, first in the brilliant satirical musical Oh! What a Lovely War
directed in 1969 by Richard Attenborough and again, in the 1989 television comedy series
Blackadder Goes Forth.

As late as 1926, ten years after the Somme, Haig was still capable of writing this about the
future of Ibeliewethatthevaluetof the horse and the opportunity for the horse in
the fu ture are likely to be as great as ever. Aeroplanes and tanks are only accessories to the
men and the horse, and | feel sure that as time goes on you will find just as much use for the
horsefithe well -bred horsefias you have ever done in the p

Adapted fr om: http://www.historynet.com/field -marshal-sir-douglas-haig-world -war-is-
worst-general.htm

SOLDI ERS6 SONGS OF THE GREAT WAR

b sl
ff""

- = "
T Jmmy, how far is it to Tipperary?" |

Cartoon by Andrew Fisher


http://www.historynet.com/field-marshal-sir-douglas-haig-world-war-is-worst-general.htm
http://www.historynet.com/field-marshal-sir-douglas-haig-world-war-is-worst-general.htm
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The songs that were sung by the soldiers of the Great War were often amusing, bawdy, and
bitingly humorous usually at the expense of high ranking officers and SNCOs.

The words could be witty and humorous. The tunes were often catchy and many were
parodies of well -known music including parodies of hymns. The hymn, 'Take it to the Lord in
prayer' for example became 'When this Bloody War is over' and the hymn, 'Abide with me'
became ' There's a Street in Cairo full of sin and shame." These are what may be termed
'soldiers songs' whereas the songs 'Keep the Home Fires Burnings and 'I'll Make A Man of Yot
are not because they were written by professional musicians.

Sol disagssre the songsof men who had no power; men who had no choice but to go to
almost certain death or severe injury when ordered. The men sang about their hopes,
miseries and fears more than anything else. They are about the likelihood of violent death,
mud, bullying NCOs, leave that was rarely given, lack of sleep, separation from wives,
sweethearts and families and the lack of female company. In these songs there is no bravado,
but a great deal of humour.

Soldiers did not sing while freezing in a trench, under attack, bei ng shelled, or up to their
knees in mud. Soldiers' songs were sung in canteens, at smoking concerts, and certainly not at
concert party entertainment, which was provided officially and blessed by the presence of
officers and their ladies in the front seats . Smoking concerts were often impromptu occasions.
Large quantities only of beer were consumed since it was not allowed to sell spirits to the
‘'other ranks'. Songs would be sung by individuals, and if a song was well known all would join
in.

Sol di e rsexposesl the gerceived stupidity of the system dictated by old and out of date
senior officers competing for prestige and promotion. They expressed resentment against a
class system in which they were pawns whose lives could be used and squandered by almighty
red-tabbed officers. They claimed that the senior officers were arrogant and out of touch.
And they said that the junior officers and senior NCOs were often the bullying agents of the
‘higher ups'.

The songs expressed the soldiers' longing for an (idealised) normal and emotionally satisfying
life. They were also fun and part of a celebration of friendship and brotherhood. And singing
was almost certainly a way of scaring away their fear of what lay before them. None ever
speaks of a glorious death.

Tune: Glory Alleluia

The army corps commander had 100,000 men
The army corps commander had a 100,000 men
The army corps commander had a 100,000 men
But the Red Tabs went and frittered them all away
Glory, Glory alleluia,

Glory, Glory alleluia

Glory, Gory alleluia

But the Red Tabs went and frittered them all away

Tune: Bring back my Bonnie to me

Last night as I lay on my pillow

Last night as | lay on my bed

| dreamt our old sergeant was dying,
| dreamt that the old sod was dead.
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Send him, Oh send him,

Oh send our old sergeant to hell, to hell
Oh keep him, Oh keep him

Oh keep the old bastard in Hell

Tune: | want to go home

| want to go home. | want to go home

I dondét want to go in the trenches no more
Where whizzbangs and shrapnel

They whistle and roar.

Take me over the sea

Where the All eyman cand6t get at me

Oh my! I dondét want to die

| want to go home.

Tune: My ol d mands a dust man

My ol d mands a dust man
He fought at the Battle of Mons

He killed a dozen Germans

With only a couple of bombs.

One lay here, and one lay there

And one around the corner.

And another poor sod with his leg hanging off
Was crying out for water

Tune: Hymnd What a friend we have in Jesus®d

When this bleedind war i s over
No more soldiering for me

When | get my civvies clothes on

Oh, how happy | shall be.

No more church parades on Sunday

No more asking for a pass

| shall tell the sergeant major

To stick his passes up his arse

Take me back to dear old Blighty

Take me back to dear old Blighty
Put me on the train for London Town
Take me over there

Drop me anywhere

Liverpool, Leeds or Manchester
We | | I dondt <car e!
| should love to see my sweetheart
Cuddling again we soon would be
So tiddley iddley ighty

Hurry me home to Blighty

Blighty is the place for me.

Source: http://www.westernfrontassociation.com/great -war-people/brothers -arms/372-
songswar.html


http://www.westernfrontassociation.com/great-war-people/brothers-arms/372-songs-war.html
http://www.westernfrontassociation.com/great-war-people/brothers-arms/372-songs-war.html
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ARTISTS RIFLES OTC
By Greg Ruthven

I first became aware of Wi lfred Owends shoc
trench warfare at the tender age of 11s. My
housed the Artists Rifles, at the Hare Hall Officer Training Camp (OTC), where in WW1 four
companies of cadet recruits passed through rigorous training to become Officers, which were
then fed to various regiments throughout the Great War. Thousands passed through its main
gates. Many were to die on the battlefields.

g =, =

Embryo Officers Training at Hare Hall Camp, Gidea Park, Essex in WW1 / copyright www.rafessex.co.uk

As an 1ZXyear-old just out of Junior school and used to painting pretty pictures of sunsets and
flowers, | found m yself sitting in an ex -grammar school classroom with neat rows of single
desks | istening to Mrs Rogers, our History t

The poem tells of a group of soldiers i nthavghr
odrunk with fatigue,d marching slowly away

towards a place of rest. As gas shells begin to fall upon them, the soldiers scramble to put on

their gas masks to protect themselves. In the rush, one man clu msily drops his mask, and the
narrator sees the man oyelling out, stumbl i
the end of the poem there is the |ine oDul ce
noble thing to d)e for onefds country

To this day | can still see Mrs Rogers banging on her desk for the full emphasis of war and her
arm outstretched pointing across the class as her voice slowly and quietly trails off at the last
line of the poem. To say | was moved would be an understate ment. | was shocked d completely
- but I was also left with the question who was this man, Wilfred Owen, and what had he been
through to write such horrific verse.

Part of this shocking history lesson was a tour of Hare Hall Manor House; and as we paused at
its grand entrance, Mrs Rogers opened the heavy oak door and said Wilfred Owen would have
passed through here as would many of the men who were sent to France to fight. As | took
hold of the large brass door handle and passed through the 17th century do orway | remember
thinking his hand had touched this same handle, the same hand that penned his verse.

We covered most of his work and also the work of another war poet, Edward Thomas. Both
were to pass through Hare Hall OTC and both would die on the battle fields of France. Edward
Thomas was killed in action at Arras on 9th April 1917. Wilfred Owen was killed in action at the
Battle of the Sambre just one week before the end of the war on 4th November 1918, and was
awarded the military cross.


http://www.rafessex.co.uk/
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In the time it took my class to cover their work | found myself full of sadness. | felt as

t hough | had got to know these men well an
all in war, had been an utter waste. For a young schoolboy | had probably grown a nd ma-
tured more in those first few months at The Royal Liberty School for boys than at any other
time in my entire childhood. War to me had gone from being childhood play, chasing
friends, pointing fingers pretending they were guns, to the realisation of  what men are
capable of doing to other men.

COMMEMORATIVE EVENTS APRIIUNE 2016
Reports by Andrée Ferrant / photos by Jean -Pierre Pede

In April, commemorations were held :

At Jalhay , on 9™ April, to inaugurate a memorial in tribute to the four British airmen who
lost their lives on 31st March 1944 when their Lancaster LM 425 was shot down and crashed
close to the Lac de la Gileppe. Three members of the crew survived the attack and were
taken prisoner. The memorial was unveiled by H.E. Alison Rose, British Ambassador to
Belgium. Standard Bearer for the RBL Brussels Branch was Freddy Roiseux.
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Also on 9" April, branch members attended the unveiling of a plaque at the Bérinzenne
memorial to honour the memory of the seven airmen who died on 23rd April 1944 when
their F550 Squadron Lancaster ME581 was shot down while on a mission to bomb Disseldorf.
Freddy Roiseux was Standard Bearer for the RBL Brussels Branch.
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The RAF memorial at Bérinzenne

The RAF aircraft was intercepted by German night -fighters over the town of Spa. When the
aircraft caught fire, pilot F/O Philip G. Milburn managed to circle the town and crash the
plane in a deserted area 5 km south -east of Spa thereby sparing the lives of many of the
townds inhabitants. F /-@anadi&n Icrew of six lashtdeir livéssn then
crash. The memorial was erected three years later.

At Zeebrugge, on Sunday 17th April 2016, to commemorate the raid carri ed out on St
Georgeds Day al most 100 years bef or e. -Adnhral Sia
Royer Keyes had been to cripple the port used as a base by German submarines.

Every year, tribute is paid to the 200 victims of the raid. An oecumenic al service in St
Donatius Church is followed by wreath laying at the military cemetery and a parade to
Admiral Keyes square. This year, Freddy Roiseux was standard bearer for the Brussels Branch.



