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The popular history of the First World War has become dominated,
in the United Kingdom at least, by images from the television series
Blackadder goes forth. The underlying theme is of squalor, wanton
slaughter, the total absence of a plan and generals living the life of
luxury in chateaux miles behind the front line. Haig is portrayed as a
donkey, callously sweeping model – and real-soldiers off the table.
The spread of this perception has infiltrated the National Curriculum
and a generation of history teachers. 

Gary Sheffield deliberately takes on this image with specific
references to the series, and to the Great War in Anglo American
history, and some of the myths that have been generated.  In
particular, he attacks the mythology surrounding the Battle of the
Somme highlighting the pressures on Haig to support the French
Army, which was enduring huge losses at Verdun. The emphasis
was that if Haig delayed his action, there would no longer be an
allied Army to help – they would be wiped out. In these days of
casualty-free warfare, it is almost considered obscene to suggest
that there must be an attritional phase in a major war so that the
national store of men, materiel, will, and money can be eroded and

tested. Manoeuvre warfare, let alone a manoeuvrist approach,
cannot be attempted when the battlespace is fully occupied. This
can certainly apply at the operational and strategic levels of warfare
– even if the concept is alien to modern thinking.  Sheffield
postulates that the parallel battles of 1916 fulfilled just such a
function and that the eventual victories of 1918 would not have been
possible without the attrition.

Much of the recent historiography of the Great War concentrates on
the major battles. Sheffield redresses this with excellent coverage of
the origins of the War and Allied strategy. He also covers the final
phase emphasising that the Allies were genuinely victorious – a fact
often forgotten.

This book is easy to read, yet conveys a number of serious
messages. It goes far beyond the normal run of ‘potboilers’ and
should be considered as essential reading – especially for those
seeking a properly balanced view of an often misunderstood conflict. 
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