Lloyd George and the Generals

Richard Wilkinson recreates the contest that marked, and marred, the British war effort in 1914-18.


The issues raised in this article are all there: the poor chemistry between Lloyd George and the generals, disagreements as to how to win the war, and tension between politicians and warlords – ‘frocks versus brasshats’, as Sir Henry Wilson put it. These three issues are inter-related and of the greatest importance. Haig told his wife how Lloyd George’s visit had been ‘a huge joy-ride involving breakfasts with newspapermen, and posing for the cinema-shows.’ But Lloyd George recognised the significance of this particular photograph, recounting in his memoirs how a press-photographer snapped them as they argued. Was Lloyd George right to question the relevance of cavalry? Or did Haig justifiably reject the Welsh solicitor’s interference? With his polished boots and Sam Browne, Haig was the professional, taking no lessons from the informally-clad civilian; ‘Get a hair-cut!’ could be the winner in a caption-competition. What was the reality behind the appearances?

Frocks versus Brasshats
First, the photograph must be placed in context. It was taken in September 1916, when Lloyd George was Secretary of State for War, after the Somme offensive had raged for a few weeks. A year later Passchendaele, equally indecisive, put Haig’s job on the line. He survived, Lloyd George having to be content with the dismissal of Haig’s assistants and his ally the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (hereafter CIGS), ‘Wully’ Robertson. Ironically Haig now enjoyed his finest hour, surviving Ludendorff’s offensives and presiding over the allied victories from August 1918 to the Armistice. But it had been a bumpy ride, provoking controversy between the generals’ critics and their defenders such as Asquith, George V and revisionist historians.

So, first, why did the upper-class Scot and the plebeian Welshman clash? Perhaps quite simply, Haig despised the tribune of the people, while Lloyd George saw Haig as one of the privileged, whom he had lambasted over the 1909 ‘People’s Budget’ (‘a Dreadnought costs less than a fully-equipped Duke’ etc). Haig went back generations (‘Come what ere, what’ere betide, Haig will be Haig of Bemersyde’), he had attended Clifton and Oxford, had married a Lady-in-Waiting – and was Haig’s whiskey. Lloyd George on the other hand had not been to any university and was, in Wully’s felicitous phrase, ‘an ill-bred swine’. Haig was equally dismissive: ‘Quite a pleasant little man when one has him alone, but I should think most unreliable.’ Confronted with such condescension, was this why Lloyd George never acknowledged Haig’s contribution to allied victory, any more than Haig and his colleagues recognised the uppity pleb’s merits as a leader? They ought to have got on. After all, they were on the same side. This was particularly true of Haig and Lloyd George. Both played decisive roles. Together might they have achieved more?

Lloyd George and Haig: The Men
Whether Lloyd George was ‘the man who won the war’, his multifaceted contribution was immense. He appeased the trade unions, revolutionarised transport, redistributed food, addressed Irish problems, defeated the U-boats. He was a better chairman than Asquith had been, or Churchill was to be, not least because he was a listener whereas Churchill was a talker. Lloyd George was organised, waking at six, working on his documents until breakfast which was often a consultative meal with invited guests, a brilliant orator and PR man, a considerate boss, retiring to bed at nine, without keeping his staff up into the small hours, like the selfish Churchill. He recruited experts for key jobs, such as the shipping magnate Sir Joseph Maclay and the railwayman Eric Geddes. He pursued victory over German militarism with joie de vivre and determination. When Churchill accused him of ‘not caring for my personal reputation’, Lloyd George agreed: ‘I don’t care for my own at the present moment. The only thing that I care about now is that we win the war.’ 

The picture of Haig in Blackadder and Oh What a Lovely War – stupid, ignorant and callous – is a travesty. His memoirs show him to be well-informed and interested in new inventions. Far from underestimating tanks, he recommended to Admiral Bacon flat-bottomed boats which could deliver tanks onto occupied beaches, thus anticipating D-Day. He would have made an excellent army-commander under a firm C.-in-C. who would have corrected his, at times, disastrous optimism. As for the suggestion that he did not care, take this extract from a letter to his wife:

I am very glad to hear from you that those serving under me have an affection for me. As you know, I don’t go out of my way to make myself popular, either by doing showy things or by being slack in the matter of discipline. I never hesitate to find fault, but I leave myself a tremendous affection for those fine fellows who are ready to give their lives for the Old Country at any moment. I feel quite sad at times when I see them march past me, knowing as I do how many must pay the full penalty before we have peace.

Were Haig and his colleagues too solemn for Lloyd George? For instance LG once ordered Sir Frederick Maurice, the Director of Military Operations, to prepare four divisions for instant dispatch to Salonika. ‘I will tell Sir Douglas’, responded Maurice – whereupon Lloyd George guffawed: ‘Only joking.’ Haig’s diaries do not indicate humour, despite a lavish use of exclamation marks. Lloyd George preferred the clownish Sir Henry Wilson who was chased round the room by Clemenceau, determined to ‘kill a general’. Shy and inhibited, Haig was dignified, courteous, self-controlled. He believed in himself as supreme commander, writing after the dismissal of General Gough, ‘One of us had to go, and, perhaps conceitedly, I felt that it was in the army’s interest that it should not be me.’ Haig’s conceit was bolstered by religion. Before the Somme he wrote: ‘I do feel that in my plans I have been helped by a Power that is not my own.’  

This was not Lloyd George’s style. Indeed for all his enthusiasm for eisteddfods, his son Richard called him ‘the greatest hymn-singing atheist of all time.’ Nevertheless Lloyd George was not unprincipled. Not only did he believe in democracy and freedom, but he was humanitarian in his sympathy for the rank and file. While Haig regretted the British dead, Lloyd George questioned whether they should have died at all. This brings us to the heart of the conflict between Lloyd George and the generals. He was determined to be the soldier’s champion, not the ‘the butcher’s boy driving men to the slaughter.’  

How to Win the War
Lloyd George was horrified by the Western Front, ever since, as Minister of Munitions, he had produced the death-bringing shells. When he was promoted from Munitions to the War Office, he clashed with the professionals in London and France. Apart from Haig, his bête noire was the CIGS. Robertson was more critical of Haig’s tactics than he allowed Lloyd George to perceive. But he loathed politicians. As for Lloyd George, the closer he got to the generals’ activities, the less he liked what he saw. Under Asquith’s premiership his hands were tied. Haig sent his wife a patronising picture of Asquith: ‘You would have been amused at the Prime Minister last night. He did himself fairly well – though not more than most gentlemen used to drink when I was a boy. He seemed to like our old brandy…’ Asquith (or ‘Squiffy’) was the soldiers’ ideal – unquestioning, supportive, self-effacing, frequently half-cut. ‘Tell me, Mr. Asquith, do you take an interest in the war?’ a society lady asked him. Not even the Somme, in which Asquith’s son Raymond was one of Britain’s 600,000 casualties, turned him against the generals. Lloyd George on the other hand – whose two sons were safely ensconced in staff appointments – most definitely took an interest in the war. He lent himself to Beaverbrook’s plot to supplant Asquith because he distrusted the generals. When he became Prime Minister in December 1916, he was adamant that there must be no more Sommes.

But there were! Indeed Passchendaele was worse than the Somme, for the Prime Minister was responsible. The jury is still out on the purely military aspects of Passchendaele. Revisionists accept Haig’s claims that there was no alternative to the mud and blood of ‘Flanders’ Fields’. Haig was allegedly on a learning curve, entailing the exploitation of not only artillery and aircraft but tanks. Lloyd George on the other hand argued, in his eloquent but one-sided memoirs, that Haig refused to accept facts and so believed in the possibility of a breakthrough achieved by frontal attacks to be exploited by cavalry against a demoralised enemy. This optimism was fuelled by Haig’s Chief of Intelligence, Brigadier Charteris, who anticipated the ‘faith-based’ intelligence of George W. Bush.

Even Haig’s supporters blame him for his facile optimism and unrealistic planning. Take for instance his appointment of the gung-ho Sir Hubert Gough in place of the more realistic Sir Herbert Plumer, a last-minute choice which wasted two months of campaigning weather while ‘Goughie’ planned an advance of 4,500 yards on the first day. (Such an advance took two months to achieve during the Somme offensive.) Subsequently Haig refused to listen to his own army commanders and the CIGS who implored him to call a halt. Years later, General Sir Ian Hamilton argued: ‘Although I deeply resent as much as any man in the Kingdom Lloyd George’s false statement that Haig sacrificed lives owing to his personal vanity, that does not reflect my other belief, namely that Passchendaele was the most damnable battle in history and should never have been fought.’ General Foch asked Henry Wilson ‘who was the fool who wanted Haig to go on a duck’s march through the inundations to Ostend and Zeebrugge.’ But Haig preferred Charteris to Macdonagh, the War Office’s intelligence expert, who suggested that recent British ‘victories’ should give the Germans no cause for anxiety: ‘I cannot think why the WO Intelligence Department gives such a wrong picture of the situation except that General Macdonagh is a Roman Catholic and is influenced by information which doubtless reaches him from tainted sources’. Classic!

Yet Lloyd George had only himself to blame. He blundered by trying to subordinate Haig to the French General Nivelle in spring 1917. Wully exploded. An eye-witness describes how his face went the colour of mahogany, his eyes became perfectly round, his eyebrows slanted outwards like a forest of bayonets. ‘Get ’Aig’, he bellowed. The two generals shouted at Lloyd George who revised his proposals. The outcome was disastrous –  Nivelle’s offensives failed, the French mutinied, Lloyd George collapsed. He permitted the offensive in Flanders due to his own shattered self-esteem, despite his reservations. When Haig failed to knock out the German army, the soldiers’ champion let them down. ‘It takes twenty-one years to make a man,’ Lloyd George sadly admitted. Yet he consigned 260,000 to their graves and an equivalent number to begging on street-corners – and Lloyd George must have seen their legless torsos propped up on the pavements, caps proffered to passers-by. No doubt he was also aware of the victims of ‘shell-shock’, unable to hold a job down, slaves to drink, beating up their wives and children.

Was the Prime Minister right to deny Haig troops in spring 1918? Did he invite disaster when Ludendorff got in first with offensives which nearly drove the allies apart? Not entirely. If Haig was short of men, it was due to his wasteful tactics, as much as to Lloyd George’s husbanding of human resources. Furthermore Haig refused to accept the probable location of the German attacks. He failed to support Gough, the predicted victim. That it was a close call, was his fault as much as Lloyd George’s.

Endgame
The numbers row crowned the conflict between frocks and brasshats. Previously Lloyd George had quarrelled with Kitchener over the obstructionism of the War Office. He had lost patience with Admiral Jellicoe’s opposition to convoys which slowly reached port as opposed to single unescorted ships which quickly reached the bottom of the sea. While Winston Churchill was even more objectionable to brasshats than Lloyd George, due to his association with Gallipoli, Lloyd George entirely shared Churchill’s preference for attacks on Germany’s allies Austria-Hungary and Turkey. His project was Salonika where an Anglo-French army achieved disappointing results for three years. Unfortunately Wully denied troops for Salonika and for Italy where the Austrians triumphed at Caporetto (November 1917).

In the immediate aftermath of the disasters of August–November 1917, Lloyd George wanted to sack Douglas Haig. He sent the South African General Smuts and Maurice Hankey, the cabinet secretary, round the Western front to find a replacement. The front-runner was Plumer who shared Lloyd George’s aversion to loss of lives; but he was ‘as stupid as Haig’ (Hankey). Would Lloyd George have survived the dismissal of Haig? Despite his protestations that he was just a simple soldier who would obey the government, Haig was as devious as Lloyd George, adept at minding his own back and betraying allies such as Derby and Robertson. He was supported by his army-commanders, senior Tories and the king.

So Lloyd George demanded the compensatory sacrifice of Charteris and Haig’s Chief of Staff General Kiggell. Haig made no objection. Still less did he object to the dismissal of the CIGS. Wully was a tragic figure. He and Lloyd George should have got on. They came from the same plebeian background – Robertson had been ‘in service’. He had a gruff sense of humour, once pointing out to Asquith some enormous bloomers on a French washing-line: ‘There are some fine pants for you, Prime Minister!’. But Robertson and Lloyd George detested each other. Lloyd George was clearly an interfering and infuriating politician whose protracted working breakfasts interfered with Wully’s regular bowel-movements. Wully was a total ‘Westerner’, standing shoulder to shoulder with Haig in opposition to Lloyd George’s Eastern projects. Lloyd George found Wully ridiculous. He mimicked his lumbering walk and laughed at his habit of grunting and sighing in war cabinet meetings, finally culminating in his favourite phrase, ‘I’ve ’eard different.’ Lloyd George had proof too of Wully’s disloyalty, having caught him cancelling tanks which Lloyd George had ordered. Now the two men fell out irreparably over the Supreme War Council which the allies had established in Paris. Wully wanted to be the British member, while remaining CIGS. Lloyd George insisted: ‘One or the other.’ Haig, who had never forgiven Wully for cautioning him over Passchendaele, told him that he should go to Paris. Wully refused and resigned. He was replaced by the crooked intriguer Henry Wilson who, from Haig’s point of view, was at least a gentleman (he went to Marlborough.) Lloyd George got on with Wilson. ‘I always hit it off with criminals’, he remarked, ‘I could so easily have been one myself’.

Wilson often sided with Haig against the frocks, however. He was therefore an effective go-between during the alarming Ludendorff offensives when Haig and Lloyd George co-operated in establishing Foch as Supreme Commander so that he could overrule Pétain, who wanted to fall back on Paris, losing contact with the British. In the event the crisis was surmounted. Indeed Ludendorff lost the war by achieving tactical success at the cost of strategic failure.

Meanwhile Lloyd George survived the greatest challenge to his Premiership. This was triggered by General Maurice’s letter to the press alleging that Lloyd George had caused Ludendorff’s victories by starving the BEF of troops and had then misled Parliament. Maurice had been put up to this by Robertson, with the backing of the revengeful Asquith. In the resulting debate in the Commons Lloyd George proved that his opponents acted out of malice. Asquith made an inept speech in which hecklers reminded him that he wasn’t defending a brief and that men were dying. Lloyd George and Bonar Law played tricks with the figures. ‘Poor Bonar resented being called a liar, but it doesn’t bother me, I’ve been called a liar all my life. This time, I’ve been caught out telling the truth,’ Lloyd George claimed disingenuously. The government won a vote of confidence by 393 to 106 – in John Grigg’s words, ‘a victory for parliamentary government, as much as for the actual government and its leader.’ Haig, on the other hand, wrote to his wife: ‘Poor Maurice! How terrible to see the House of Commons so easily taken in by a clap-trap speech by Lloyd George. The House is really losing its reputation as an assembly of no-nonsense Britishers.’

Haig got his revenge by concealing his counter-attack at Amiens. ‘Keep your mouth shut!’, was the slogan before the battle in which surprise was indeed achieved. But the Germans were not the only target. Astonishingly the king was only told the day before, while the cabinet heard about ‘the black day of the German army’ (Ludendorff) after the event. But there was no excuse for Lloyd George’s refusal of praise for Haig’s conduct of the campaign which led to Germany’s surrender.

Conclusion
Was the conflict between Lloyd George and the generals damaging? Did it prolong the war? If so, whose fault was it? It all depends on who was right about the causes of Germany’s collapse. Was this due to defeat on the Western front, as the generals argued? Or was it due to the collapse of Germany’s allies which, according to Lloyd George, would have occurred sooner, had Italy and Salonika been supported? Germany sued for an armistice for several reasons: food shortages, naval mutiny, fear of Red Revolution, certainly the collapse of Austria-Hungary and Turkey, certainly the failure of Ludendorff to avert defeat in the West. Lloyd George and his critics were both right. But could victory have been achieved without such loss of life?

Perhaps the nature of warfare was the problem. As Lloyd George remarked, war is organised cruelty. Between 1914 and 1918, it was mechanised, mass-produced cruelty, in which modern science favoured the defence. Furthermore the Germans are formidable warriors. To argue that ‘Furor Teutonicus’ can be defeated cheaply is naïve. Most historians agree that Haig and his colleagues were competent. As Haig remarked to Wilson, ‘We really have some surprisingly capable generals.’ Lloyd George, however, was out of his element as a military supremo – unlike Churchill who had been a professional soldier and indeed served as a battalion-commander on the Western front. As our photograph shows, Lloyd George never even devised a pseudo-military uniform for himself as Churchill, Hitler and Stalin were to do. His ignorance of strategy, logistics, weaponry was not compensated for by the Chiefs of Staff who kept Churchill straight in World War Two. Did this ignorance damage the war effort? We have seen that Lloyd George’s attempts to replace Haig ran into sand (or mud?), though he succeeded in getting rid of Wully. His greatest contribution was the defeat of the U-boat, his most controversial the alleged under-resourcing of the BEF, after failing to stop Passchendaele. Lloyd George’s ‘I don’t trust Haig with men’ attitude arguably cost lives in spring 1918 though one can indeed see where he was coming from. But it was a war to which there was no cheap solution. 

If the verdict is uncertain with regard to the conduct of the war, did Lloyd George establish the right of the civilian power to control the military? Yes, given his victory over Wully and his triumph in the Maurice debate. When George V claimed that ‘the whole army’ would ‘strongly resent’ being placed ‘under the command of a foreign general’, Lloyd George replied that ‘in the event of any such public expression of feeling, he would go to the country and would explain matters and very soon have the whole country on his side.’ Lloyd George’s conviction that he represented the people encouraged him to defy the establishment.

To return to our photograph, none of Haig’s defenders justify his obsession with cavalry. The most they can say is that only 3 per cent of the BEF consisted of cavalry. Still, 3 per cent of two million is 60,000, plus horses, plus fodder, plus accommodation – a sizeable waste of resources. Haig’s concentration of cavalry behind every offensive between 1915 and 1918 proves his self-deception and Lloyd George’s realism. Even if his achievements were flawed, LG was right to take on the professionals, right to fight for democracy.

