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B4: The First World War

What was the Schlieffen Plan?

The Schlieffen Plan had been drawn up to deal with a situation in which Germany had to fight a war on two fronts. The Plan was based on the belief that the Russian army would take six weeks to mobilise. In six weeks France would be defeated. Schlieffen assumed that the French would attack Alsace-Lorraine immediately. The German army of 1,500,000 men would advance through Belgium, swing around the French army, encircle Paris and then France would collapse.

Why did the Plan fail?

Schlieffen had not taken account of the distances that the German armies had to cover in the strict timetable he laid down. The Plan was changed by von Moltke, the new Chief of Staff, who withdrew forces from the right wing of the German army, to strengthen the left. The Belgian forts at Liege held out for twelve days and Brussels was only occupied on 20 August. 

This meant that the BEF was in position to meet the advancing Germans at Mons on 23 August and again at Le Cateau on 26 August. They managed to slow the advance of the Germans, although they could not stop it. The Russian army had also taken the Germans by surprise and had attacked after two weeks, Two German army corps were sent east as reinforcements. Finally, von Kluck, the commander of the German First Army, on the extreme right, gave up the attempt to encircle Paris and turned south. The Germans then met French forces along the river Marne. In a battle lasting eight days, the Germans were forced to fall back to the river Aisne.

Match up the events in the middle column with their causes in the left hand column and their effects in the right hand column.

	Cause
	Event
	Effect

	They mobilised in two weeks.
	The BEF was sent to Belgium in August 1914.
	Trenches developed on the Western Front.

	The Allies were able to regroup east of Paris.
	Liege held out for ten days.
	This meant that the Germans were east of Paris.

	The Germans under-estimated the Belgian defences.
	The Russian Army took the Germans by surprise.
	The German advance was halted and they retreated.

	Both sides tried to find a way around the other.
	Von Kluck was forced to turn south.
	There was a stalemate, neither side could break through.

	Britain had guaranteed Belgian neutrality
	The French met the Germans at the battle of the Marne.
	The German advance was held up for several weeks.

	Schlieffen had expected the German rmy to march too far.
	The Allies counterattacked at the battle of the Aisne.
	This meant that troops had to be sent to the east.

	The French had time to get forces back from Champagne.
	The Race to the Sea
	The British troops were highly trained.


Which was the most important reason for the failure of the Schlieffen Plan?

1. Belgian resistance

2. Miscalculations on the part of Schlieffen

3. The British Expeditionary Force

4. German changes to the Plan

5. The French Army

6. Russian mobilisation
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Why did deadlock develop on the Western Front?

Both sides began to 'race to the sea'. This created a front line of trenches that stretched from the Channel to Switzerland and it soon became clear that defence was much easier than attack. In places the two frontlines could be as little as fifteen metres apart, as at Hooge, near Ypres, in 1915. Even the slightest movement above the parapet resulted in instant death from a sniper's bullet. On the Somme on 1 July 1916, 70 percent of the troops who went over the top in the first wave were either killed or wounded. The following year, 1917, the horrors of the big push were repeated at Passchendaele, with as little success. 

Various attempts were made to break the deadlock. Gas was first used by the Germans at Ypres in April 1915 and proved a deadly weapon. 9,000 Allied soldiers were killed. Gas was terrifying, but in the end did not prove to be a decisive weapon. It could blow the wrong way and attackers had to wear respirators. Special units were formed to dig under the enemies trenches and put huge mines in place. The biggest mines were dug under the German frontlines at the Somme and then exploded just before the attack. In 1916 tanks were used for the first time. At first the Germans were terrified by them, but they broke down far too easily and proved unsuccessful. By 1915 there was complete deadlock on the Western front. In Britain, there was a demand for an attempt to break the deadlock by opening up a new front in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

How did each of the following help to bring about deadlock?

	Expectation of a short war


	

	New weapons


	

	Poor tactics


	

	Trenches


	

	Difficulties of attacking


	


Why were allied troops landed at Gallipoli?

The aim was to attack Turkey, Germany's ally from November 1914, and knock the country out of the war, then attack Austria and send supplies to Russia. In March the navy had tried to force the Dardanelles but failed. The initial landings at Cape Helles in April were unopposed but the troops were unable to make any progress inland. The second force was landed in the wrong spot at Anzac Cove. In August 1915 another landing was made at Suvla Bay, but with little effect. Eventually it was decided to withdraw the entire force. The evacuation was the most successful part of the whole operation.

Why were the Gallipoli landings unsuccessful?

The first attempts by the Royal Navy to force the Straits in March 1915 warned the Turkish forces of the attack. The landings at Cape Helles warned the Turkish forces that a further attack was coming. At Anzac Cove the ships got lost and landed a mile away from the correct beaches. Instead of a shallow beach, the landing force was faced by steep cliffs. At Suvla Bay, in August 1915, the landings were carried out in darkness and the troops became lost. There was total confusion.

Once on land, the Allied troops found themselves bogged down in very difficult country, where the Turkish forces were always holding the high ground. There were serious difficulties in keeping the troops supplied and the climate was very inhospitable and many soldiers died of heat and disease.

Draw up a table showing the reasons for failure of the landings at Gallipoli

	Straits


	

	Cape Helles


	

	Anzac Cove


	

	Suvla Bay


	


Which of these reasons for the failure of the Gallipoli landings do you consider to be the most accurate?

1. The landings were doomed from start to finish and should never have been attempted.

2. The landings had little chance of success but were badly mismanaged by the commanding officers.

3. The landings could have succeeded but failed because it was the first occasion when combined operations were attempted.
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Why were the Somme and Passchendaele so disastrous?

Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig believed in the 'Big Push'. He was convinced that the enemy could be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers. Haig originally intended to fight his first major battle near Ypres in 1916, but he was forced to change his plans after the German attack on Verdun. On 1 July 1916, Haig launched his first great battle began at the Somme. 

Haig had ordered a seven day bombardment involving 4,000 guns. He believed that this would destroy the German positions. But the German trenches were very well constructed and offered very effective protection from gun-fire. They were dug deep into the chalk and this allowed the German troops to emerge virtually unscathed when the bombardment stopped. 

One of the mines that were dug under the German positions was exploded ten minutes early and allowed to the Germans time to prepare.

Despite the failures and the horrifying casualties, Haig ordered the attacks to continue, but progress was slow. When Haig eventually called off the attack in November, less than five miles had been gained. Haig had only about half the forces that he believed he needed, but on the other hand, he allowed the army to go on attacking long after it was clear that no real progress was being made.

How did each of the following contribute to the failure of the Battle of the Somme?

	Haig’s overall plan


	

	The bombardment


	

	Orders to the infantry


	

	Changes to the battle plan after Verdun
	

	German defensive

Positions
	

	The forces at Haig’s disposal


	


Which of these explanations of the failure at the Somme do you consider to be the more accurate?

1. Haig was to blame because he failed to prepare adequately for the battle.

2. The politicians were to blame because they forced Haig to act without the forces he required.
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Passchendaele

In 1917 Haig ordered a second major attack at Passchendaele, just north of Ypres. But the Germans had defended the Passchendaele ridge with 2,000 concrete machine-gun posts. 

Throughout the battle it rained heavily and the bombardment destroyed the drains and ditches that crossed the low-lying ground. Haig and his aides never visited the battle-field and were unaware as to how bad the conditions were. This time four miles were gained in three months, across a battlefield that was a sea of mud. 

Write down the name of the battle being described in the right hand column.

	It was fought on very low-lying, muddy land
	

	The Germans managed to capture some forts.
	

	It began in July 1917
	

	It was a German offensive
	

	The barrage had almost no effect.
	

	It was an attempt to bleed France dry.
	

	There were 59,000 casualties on the first day.
	

	It began in February 1916.
	

	It was fought on chalk downland.
	

	It was fought in eastern France.
	

	The British were ordered to advance at a walking pace
	

	It began in July 1916.
	

	The French army was kept supplied by lorries.
	

	It began with a seven day barrage of 4,000 guns.
	

	Four miles of territory were gained.
	

	It was fought in Belgium.
	

	It was the costliest battle in British history.
	

	The battlefield became a sea of mud.
	

	It was fought in western France.
	


What were Haig’s failings?

He suffered heavy losses in his big battles. He appears to have been inflexible and lacking in new ideas. He remained convinced until the end of the war that cavalry was the key to victory. He also resisted Lloyd George's attempts to create a unified Allied Command in 1917. Haig's tactics of the 'Big Push' failed. In 1918, victory was one by surprise attacks without massive bombardments.

Which of the following are criticisms of Haig? Which are possible excuses for his failures?

	He believed that sheer weight of numbers would be enough.
	

	He was appointed commander-in-chief although he had had little success.
	

	He was forced to fight at the Somme.
	

	He believed that the barrage would destroy the German positions.
	

	He used the same tactics at Passchendaele.
	

	He had to go on fighting to take pressure off the French at Verdun.
	

	He did not visit the actual battlefield.
	

	He did not have the men he required at the Somme.
	

	He went on attacking when it was clear that it was pointless.
	

	He was forced to take the leading role in the Somme.
	

	He did not use tanks effectively.
	

	The Somme was supposed to be in support of the French.
	

	He believed that cavalry would be the key.
	


What evidence is there to support each of the following views of Haig?

Haig was a butcher.

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Haig has been wrongly blamed for the failure.

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What happened in the War at Sea?

The first two years were spent chasing German raiders and eliminating Von Spee's squadron at the Falkland Islands. The Germans began submarine warfare in 1915, but stopped after the protests from the USA over the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915. At Jutland in May 1916., the British fleet found itself between the German ships and the German coast, but failed to press home its advantage The German High Seas Fleet broke off the action and returned to port. It never left port again.

That meant that from 1916 the Royal Navy blockaded Germany and prevented vital supplies from getting through, and from 1917 it began to escort convoys across the Atlantic. The Germans began unrestricted U-Boat warfare at the end of 1916and attempted to starve Britain by sinking merchant ships as they sailed across the Atlantic. From May 1917, David Lloyd George, the prime minister ordered the Admiralty to supply escorts for convoys sailing across the Atlantic. At the same time the Royal Navy began to exert a stranglehold on Germany. Imports were cut and this led to severe shortages of food and other essential goods. 

Explain the importance of the following roles of the Royal Navy?

	
	                   Description
	                        Importance

	Jutland


	
	

	Convoys


	
	

	Blockade


	
	


Which was the most important role? Explain your answer.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why was Germany defeated?

The deadlock was broken by the declaration of war by the USA in April 1917. In March 1917, after Germany had begun unrestricted U-boat warfare, four US ships were sunk by German U-boats. The British government then handed the Zimmermann Telegram to the US government. Woodrow Wilson could not now stay out of the war any longer. In April 1917 the USA declared war on Germany. This convinced the German High Command of the need to win the war quickly. 

Explain two reasons why the USA declared war in April 1917.

	1


	

	2


	


The repeated attacks in April, May and June 1918 were in an effort to finish the war before US forces arrived in Europe in large numbers. They were made possible because Lenin accepted the terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918 and this allowed the Germans to move 1,000,000 men from the Eastern Front to France. 

What impact did the following have on German strategy?

The US declaration of war

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

On 21 March 1918 the Germans launched a massive surprise attack (Operation Michael) on the Allied forces at St. Quentin. In one place the Allied forces were driven back fifty-three miles. By the end of May the Germans were only thirty-seven miles from Paris. But the line held and in June US troops reinforced the Allies. For two months the front was stable once again. 

On 8 August, the Allies attacked near Amiens, it was called the 'Black Day' by the German High Command. The German army collapsed all along the front. It became more and more obvious that Germany was on the brink of disaster. Even so the German High Command still refused to agree to peace talks. Eventually, on 7-8 November, the Socialists seized power in Berlin and immediately asked for an Armistice. Germany surrendered unconditionally at 11 am on 11 November 1918.

Why was Germany defeated in November 1918? How important were the following factors?

	US declaration of war


	

	Failure of Operation Michael


	

	The Black Day


	

	The Allied blockade


	

	
	

	
	


