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Praise for Paths of Glory

‘I have never yet met a British historian who shows such understanding of the reality and actual experience of France in that war’

General André Bach

‘French historians have tended to neglect the military aspects of French participation in the War beyond consideration of the poilu’s mentality on the Western Front and the widespread mutinies of April to August 1917 following the collapse of the Nivelle offensive. Clayton is able to draw on this work, and is strong on aspects of morale and discipline. There is also some useful detail on Pétain’s modernization of organisation and tactics after the mutinies . . . Clayton provides a useful corrective to the concentration on the British role, reminding us that it was not until 1917 that the British Army took on the main burden of the war on the Western Front’

Ian Beckett, Times Literary Supplement

‘His most readable book . . . the first full history of the French army of the First World War to be written in English’

Guards magazine

‘A very sensible summary for the monoglot Englishman’

Hew Strachan, Daily Telegraph
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Epigraph

‘... that sorely tried, glorious Army upon whose sacrifices the liberties of Europe had through three fearful campaigns mainly depended.’

WINSTON CHURCHILL,

The World Crisis 1916–18 Royal Military College Sandhurst edition, 1933, p. 364


 

 

 

 

 

Author’s Note

On 29 October 1914, Captain Jolivet, a pharmacist from Châteaudun serving with the 268th Infantry Regiment near Zillebeke, saved the life of a British Royal Artillery forward observation officer. Badly wounded, the British officer had managed to crawl back to the French lines after being struck down. The British officer was my father.
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Foreword

This book investigates the campaigns and the hardships facing the French army and its soldiers in the ‘Great War’ 1914–18. It pays particular attention to morale. For the French army, often faced with numerical inferiority, frequent disadvantage over terrain on the field of battle, the war being fought in their own homeland, and with the dread memory of 1870–1 behind them, the psychological dimension of the combat was of especial significance. The work also records the equipments and the conditions of service of the French army and the patterns of the major campaigns; it is less concerned with the detail of differences of opinion between Allied commanders, covered more than sufficiently in other works. In recounting the hardship and suffering that the French soldier had to endure it is obviously necessary to emphasise that soldiers in other armies, especially the British, had comparable experience. However, the French poilu was, generally, worse fed, worse equipped, worse clothed and lodged in trenches or shellholes worse than those of the British, making his war experience fully deserving of Churchill’s tribute: ‘sorely tried and glorious’. A British historian in a recent work argued that men went on fighting on the Western Front because they did not mind the war. Whatever may be applicable to other armies, it is far from the truth in the case of the French army.

The British have tended to view the France of 1914–18 through the prism of 1940. The service rendered to the free world by the French army from August 1914 to November 1918 is thereby diminished. With the close co-operation and mutual respect that currently exists between the French and British armies, it is now timely for a reminder of that debt and the experiences shared in those years.

As the bibliographical essay in the appendix indicates, this work has necessarily drawn extensively on several major French texts, most notably William Serman’s and Jean Paul Bertrand’s magisterial Nouvelle Histoire Militaire de la France, Jules Maurin’s Armée-Guerre-Societé Soldats Languedociens, (1889–1919), Guy Pedroncini’s Pétain, le soldat et la Gloire and Les Mutineries de 1917, together with Jean Nicot’s Les Poilus ont la Parole: Lettres du Front 1917–1918.

It is a pleasure both to acknowledge this debt and to express admiration for the research and scholarship contained in these works.

I owe two other especial debts of gratitude, one to General André Bach for his comments on different sections of this work, which I have valued enormously. The other is to the Librarian, Andrew Orgill, and staff of that quietly remarkable institution, the Library of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst. Generous facilities, the obtaining of books from other libraries and, certainly not least, the welcome always offered on my research days will long remain in my memory.

I also have thanks for comments, advice or encouragement to Michael Broadway, Paul Franceschi, Frédéric Guelton, Ralph Goldsmith, Alec Halliley, Paul Harris, Charles-Armand Klein, Paul Latawski, Angus MacKinnon, André Martin-Siegfried, Michael Orr, Darrol Stinton and Ned Willmott. Without such friends and colleagues history writing would be dull days’ work.

In the production of this work, in particular in respect of maps and illustrations my sincere thanks go to Ian Drury, of Weidenfeld & Nicolson and the Cassell imprint, and all who have worked with him.

Finally, this work would never have appeared without the patient deciphering and typing of my manuscript by Monica Alexander to whom also goes my warmest appreciation and gratitude, and also my appreciation of the professional work of Amazon Systems in transferring the typescript to disk.
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