‘Lions Led by Donkeys’
A German army commander once described the British army as ‘lions led by donkeys’. He admired the courage of ordinary British soldiers, but felt that many lives could have been saved had their generals performed their jobs more effectively. Field Marshall Sir Douglas Haig, was the most senior officer in the army. He was the Commander in Chief from 1915 to 1918. He, too, has been criticised for the way he managed the war and has been nicknamed, the ‘butcher of the Somme’ after the disastrous battle of the Somme in 1916 when tens of thousands of troops died. Is this criticism fair? Were the soldiers of the British army really lions led by donkeys? 
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Douglas Haig was born in Edinburgh 1861, the son of John Haig, who owned the famous whisky distillery. He went to Oxford in 1880, and then the prestigious Royal Military College at Sandhurst in 1883.

Haig was sent to India with his regiment in 1886 and while there worked his way through the ranks. He experienced active service in the several conflicts around the world in India, South Africa and the Middle East. He served under Lord Kitchener (the officer who appears on the famous British Army recruitment poster). When Haig became major-general he was the youngest officer of that rank in the British Army. 

 
Haig had a distinguished career in the early stages of the First World War and his courage and leadership skills were admired by fellow soldiers during the Battles of Mons and Ypres in 1914. Haig was promoted to full general and was given command of the British Expeditionary Forces in France and Belgium. Haig was severely criticised for his conduct of the Battle of the Somme in 1916 by people (including the Prime Minister at the time Lloyd George) who claimed his military tactics misjudged.

After the war Haig became commander in chief of home forces until his retirement in 1921. Haig was given £100,000 by the British government and spent the rest of his life helping ex-servicemen through the Royal British Legion (who organize the Poppy Day Appeal every year). He was made Earl Haig in 1919 and died in 1928.
	Source 1

The nation must be taught to bear losses. No amount of skill on the part of the commentators, no training, however good, no superiority of arms and ammunition, however great, will enable victories to be won without the sacrifice of men. The nation must be prepared to see heavy casualty lists … three years of war and the loss of one-tenth of Britain’s men is not too great a price to pay.

Haig wrote this just before the battle of the Somme in 1916. Haig believed in a war of attrition – which means wearing down the enemy


	Source 2

“You will be able to go over the top with a walking stick, you will not need rifles … you will find the Germans all dead, not even a rat will have survived”
Before the battle of the Somme, the general assured their troops that the shells would destroy the enemy before they arrived.



	Source 3

On that first day of the Battle of the Somme, 20,000 British soldiers were killed and 35,000 wounded, but this did not make General Haig want to change his methods. He ordered more attacks but the same tragic story was repeated each time. Against the advice of experts who said he did not have enough, he sent fifty tanks into battle in September. Twenty-nine broke down before they even reached the battlefield and the rest soon got stuck in the mud. By the end of the battle, the British and French had lost 620,000 men and the Germans 450,000. The allies had advanced 15 kilometres at the furthest point.
From Brooman’s, ‘The Great War’, 1991. The number of dead soldiers appears in the Guinness Book of Records as the greatest number of casualties in one battle!



	Source 4

One regiment, the First Newfoundlanders, left the trenches with 752 men on the first day of the Battle of the Somme. 684 (91%) were killed or wounded in half an hour. No Germans were killed.

Modern history textbook



	Source 5

In another six weeks the enemy will find it hard to get enough men

Haig believed in wearing the enemy down. He said the above after 2 weeks of the battle.



	Source 6

We had heavy losses in men and material. As a result of the Somme we were completely exhausted on the Western Front.

Quote taken from the autobiography of General Ludendorff, one of the most senior officers in the German army.



	Source 7

What the hell does that matter? There are plenty more men in Britain.

A quote from one of Haig’s generals in 1915, when told Britain had lost 60,000 soldiers at the Battle of Loos



	Source 8

In the Somme fighting of 1916, we lost our best men. The men who joined afterwards did not have the temper, the hardness or the spirit of the men who had fallen.

Official German Army record.


	Source 9

My God, did we really send men to fight in that?

One of Haig’s generals said this about the area where the Battle of Passchendaele (3rd Battle of Ypres, 1917) was fought. In it Britain lost 400, 000 men – many had drowned in a sea of stinking, liquid mud. As the dead bodies rotted, the generals in their headquarters could smell the decaying from 6 miles away!



	Source 10

The horse is the future. Aeroplanes and tanks only aid the man and his horse and I feel sure that as time goes on you will find just as much use for the horse – the well-bred horse – as you have ever done in the past.

Even writing in 1926, Haig believed the horse would still be important in warfare. He was often criticised for not accepting new ideas. During WWI he felt that machine guns were hardly needed. The Prime Minister had to order him to send more to the front lines.
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