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Meeting Notes – May 2015
Rob Williams spoke about the battle of Festubert, 15 – 27 May 1915. In his introduction Paul spoke about young researchers, some 18 years ago, going off down to London every month to the then Public Record Office, to do research. These included Paul, Su and Rob, and thus the Society was born! So Rob was a founder member who, years later, left the Society, but has now retired (for some eighteen months now) and is back!  He gained an MA under our Patron (in the audience!!) on the 1/8 Warwicks. 
Paul used PowerPoint in his presentation, and started by stating that this battle was a completely forgotten battle of the Great War. The area that was fought over saw the death of one of ‘our own’ – Harold Ernest Pitt, who was killed in Cuinchy, near La Basśee, though in February 1915. (See Special War Memorial Supplement (6) - February 2015).

Rob spoke about the lead-up to the battle, with the battles of Neuve Chapelle, 10 – 13 March, and Aubers Ridge, 9 May. This latter battle was a complete disaster and only lasted one day.

The strategy on the front at this time was an Anglo-French offensive, with us agreeing to support a major French offensive by tying down the German front line and reserve forces. This led us to playing a minor role , ie the junior partner.
Rob said that the aim was to support 14 French divisions attack at Vimy, with us providing a planned 10 divisions, which was then reduced to five divisions, and would hold down German reserves. And all this was to happen when 2nd Ypres was also taking place – Frezenberg Ridge). The Festubert – Neuve Chapelle front would advance to the La Basśee – Lille road.
Rob spoke about the changing face of the British army now, with the citizen army starting to infiltrate into the regular army units, plus the Indian forces who had arrived at the front. And, the British army was starting to learn from its mistakes. He also said they now had more realistic aims: a gain of 1,000 yards was to be achieved (!), and thus the start of ‘bite and hold’ tactics was born.

The plan
A pre-off bombardment, and then a two-pronged attack, with 7 Division in the south, and 2 Division in the north. Between the two would be a 600 yard gap, which was later to be filled. The right flank was to be secured by 47 Division. 2 Division would mount a night attack on 15 May at 2300, which would be a first for the BEF. 7 Division would then attack on the morning of 16 May, at around 0300. The attacks would then converge.

Attrition was the game, hinted as much in a letter by Sir John French to Haig, though the word was not used. 

The artillery bombardment was over a 5,000 yard front, by the 7 Horse/Field Battery, three siege brigades, and one heavy battery of 2 Division, or 433 guns. Each day, from the 13 May, would see three 2-hour bombardments, with 6” howitzer batteries allocated 250 yards of parapet; 4.5” howitzers would shell support and communication trenches, plus certain salients. By night heavy batteries would fire at the same targets but at a slower rate; field batteries used shrapnel on communication trenches, top disrupt the flow of troops.
Field guns were to use 100 rounds a day, while howitzers were to fire 50 rounds a day (!).

1st Wing RFC were to bomb vital targets – thus an offensive role assigned to them behind the front line. [Which very much suited Trenchard’s idea of interdiction and the ‘offensive spirit’. Editor] The first use of kite balloons was also sanctioned.

Rob said that the success of the bombardments were hinged on observation, and on 12 May it started to rain, and it carried on raining. This, therefore, affected observation and thus affected the suitability of HE. Because of the rain the attacks were delayed for 24 hours. For the counter-battery work, 48 and Canadian heavy batteries, plus the 111 heavy battery, were employed, though Rob said that they were not that effective.
The opposition

In the north the 13 (Westphalia) Division, with 15 regiment, and 55 Regiment. In the south the 14 (Rhineland) Division, comprised of 56 and 57 Regiments. Rob stated these were all experienced troops.

The night attack by 2 Division used 5 and 6 Brigades, who moved out into no-man’s land by 2230, ready to attack later. They used electric lights to show they had taken their objectives – which was to get into the enemy’s second trench line.

Rob explained that the further north you went so the results were worse, so there were better achievements in the south, ie in the south about half the German lines were taken. The Germans realised something was going on so used flares and searchlights to light up no-man’s land – which thus devastated the attackers. 
7 Division did quite well with its dawn assault, and 22 Brigade attacked over a 400 yard front, while 20 Brigade attacked over a 350 yard front. Rob spoke about a lot of individual plans for each brigade, which was good and showed initiative and left to themselves. For example, some had 100 yards between companies, others had eight lines of half-companies. They took two lines of German trenches, and it all got very disjointed at that part of the front. Then the Germans started to shell their former front line, so a lot of the gains were lost, and we had to retreat to near the German front lines.

17 May – the bombardment of the Quadrilateral, a German position which had been abandoned by their own side!

Rob stated that the planning from now on was not as good as for the first day, so orders were constantly changed, which took time for the army to respond. The British army, it seemed, was not quick enough at this time to respond to changing events.

18 May – 4 Guards Brigade and 3 Canadian Brigade launched attacks.. The Guards were brought to a halt within 100 yards, with 500 casualties. The Canadians arrived late, advanced 400 yards but managed to close the gap. 
47 Division and Canadian Divisions replaced the two original divisions, who were by now totally exhausted. By this time a new German line had been set up, further back.

Rob reported on one further attack on 25 May by 47 Division, using 140 Brigade. These were territorial units who had not yet seen action, and they advanced on a great scale and pushed the German back. During the night German artillery destroyed much of the line, so the gains were lost. Rob stated that the law of diminishing returns was now starting to kick in.  

Total gains: over 1km of land at its widest point; 17,000 casualties for the British, Germans a third of that. 785 Germans captured, plus a lot of machine guns. Rob said that the Official History said about the battle: ‘the attack had been tantalising’. Jack Sheldon is quite scathing on the British achievements, and the Germans summoned only a few reinforcements, who were easily spared. There was no great breakthrough, and it did not affect the French attack on Vimy Ridge. But, as Rob explained, as the junior partner we have to do things we did not want to do.

Rob thought that initiative in planning, and a willingness to try things new was good, and that the first day had been reasonably successful, but the British army still had a lot to learn. They were let down by equipment, eg grenades, they had no trench mortars, and the artillery was not as powerful as those of the Germans. Also, the total ineffectiveness of counter-battery fire, which as Rob explained we did not have the kit to do it; and also the artillery had to continue firing on the enemy front line until the last possible moment. But – they were steps in the right direction, so we were starting to get there. 

So how was he so interested in the battle? Because of Private John T. Mills – Mills was Rob’s mother’s maiden name. John was killed on 15 May, at Bethune, as a member of the 2 Worcs, in the night attack. He has no known grave. Walter Mills was wounded, only days after his brother was killed. Walter was in the 2 Staffs. 

Finally, Rob mentioned a chapter about the battle that he had contributed in the book, edited by Spencer Jones: ‘Courage without glory: the British Army on the Western Front, 1915’.  

An excellent, well-researched and presented talk.

