
THE THIRD TIME.  
 
Prologue. 
 
On November 10th 1914 , nearby Langemarck, close to Ypres, in Flanders , some German 
regiments formed by young volunteer students – Die Kinder, the “Children”, as they were 
nicknamed by the veterans- went out from the trenches and headed towards the enemy. 
On the battlefield there was a thick mist  and those young people were moving into “ a wide 
sea of white air”. They had no reference points  and they were marching as they were blind. 
Then the enemy  individuated them and opened fire. Those young people stopped: 
advancing or withdrawing? Suddenly a voice singing a tune was heard. Then an other voice 
added to the first one; then an other one and an other one again: finally all they sung. And , 
singing, those young soldiers advanced. Towards the victory, in someone’s opinion, 
towards the slaughter in others’  opinion. 
Not far from that “ wide sea of white air” in which the bombs were dropping and the 
“Children” were singing, a young soldiers of the List Regiment whose name was Adolf 
Hitler, was about to face the combat. Ten years later, remembering those events, he wrote: 
“ We heard from far the notes of a tune becoming nearer and nearer, passing from unit to 
unit. And when the Death arrived on our lines, that song reached us and also we sung 
“Deutschland, Deutschland über alles, über alles in der Welt!" [1] 
The battle of the Kindermord bei Ypern, the battle of the “Slaughter of the Innocents at 
Ypres” would have had to be the last battle of the WWI.  
For the town of Ypres, it was only the first. 
 
The perfect Plan 
 
In August 1914, the Germans went through Belgium  with huge forces, decided to defeat 
France in six weeks. They seemed unstoppable. Then von Kluck, the commander of the 
First Army, made the blunder –- remained historic-- to make an arbitrary  deviation , 
modifying in practice, the Schlieffen Plan  and allowing the French and British soldiers  of 
the BEF to counterattack on Marne River( September 1914) and to save Paris. 
The opposing Armies tried, then,  to outflank each other on their northern flank. This 
uninterrupted-- and useless-- attempt of outflanking, gave life to a series of  never decisive 
battle and struggles known as” Race to the sea”. When this “race” stopped, also the war 
ceased to be a war in movement . The Germans  built a formidable system of trenches, they 
made it day by day better and, at least on the western front, they held on the defensive. 
Only two times  they went out of their shelters: the first in 1916 for “bleeding” the French “ 
white” at Verdun; the latter in 1918 for the final offensive. Both times they went very close 
to victory, without obtaining it: the first time because of the strong French resistance at 
Verdun, the second time because of lacking of reserve troops  and materiel. 
The Allies were pursuing a different goal. Convinced to be superior in men and means, they 
wanted to bring again the war in movement. Once brought again the war in movement --
they thought-- nothing and no one would have stopped their march toward the final 
victory. But how breaking the stalemate? How dislodging the Germans from their 
trenches?  Wearing out them, month after month, with battles of friction or sweeping them 
away with a powerful offensive? Attacking them with the men or hammering them with the 
artillery? 
The Germans, however, resolved the issue: they dug deep underground shelters, they 
linked shelters and trenches, they prepared deadly “fields of fire”, they put ahead  their 
trenches kilometres of barbed wires, they exploited the conformation of the places, used 
with deadly effects their artillery, formed reserve troops to use in case of breakthrough and 
they repelled, one after the other, the “ friction attacks” and the “ decisive attacks” brought 



by the Allies in 1915 and 1916 at Arras, at Neuve Chapelle, in the Champagne region, on the 
Somme River and, in the spring of 1917, on the Chemins des Dames.  
They were appalling slaughters. On both sides the soldiers fell in hundred thousands, torn 
to pieces by the bombs, mowed by the machine guns, asphyxiated by gas. The wounded 
remained agonizing in the “no man’s land”, the dead were buried in less deep mass graves, 
dug up by artillery fire, buried again by the men and dug up again by the bombs. The 
battlefields were covered by bones and human rests; the horses and the pack animals 
agonized with their stomach ripped open and their intestines dangling. The veterans were 
known immediately: when they met a head, an arm, a leg once belonged to a human being , 
they did not try to avoid them as usually made the recruits, but they treaded on them 
during the advance. Death was non an exceptional event anymore: it was the normality 
and the men had become accustomed with it. Every kind of humanity seems to be 
disappeared.  
Till a certain point, however. After the failed Nivelle’s offensive on the Chemin des Dames, 
the French poilus, tired to be sent fruitlessly to their deaths, rebelled. On the eastern front, 
the Russian soldiers rebelled and there were also many desertions among the Germans. 
But the Allies were in the worst situation: Russia was flaking, the USA were not ready yet, 
the submarine war had become harsh  and  indiscriminate; whole regiments were refusing 
to go to the first line. It was necessary to react before it were too late.   
Nivelle was replaced and the measures adopted by his successor, General Philippe Pétain, 
the hero of Verdun, worked. Of course, the martial courts were convened, but also the 
conditions of life of the soldier were made better, the permissions were increased and 
other facilities were introduced. After a month, the mutinies ended. Pétain imposed to 
French Army his own tactical thought: limited actions with the support of the artillery, a 
defence in depths , localized attacks. The aim was double: gaining time in wait of the 
entrance at war of the United States and obtaining some results with limited casualties. 
Obviously not all were seeing the issue in the same way and many wanted the decisive 
attack. The Britons, in particular and their commander in chief, sir Douglas Haig, were 
champing at the bit.  
However, despite those measures, the situation on the battlefield, in its complex, did not 
become better significantly. Neither in Russia nor on the seas ( where, however, the ships 
began to steam in convoy ) nor elsewhere. Admiral Jellicoe, Chief of the  British Navy, 
spoke clearly: if the situation does not turn, in a short time Great Britain will be at 
starvation. 
For their part, the Germans, demonstrating a tactical far-sightedness, had made their front 
short, they had withdrawn for some kilometres, taking position  behind the so called “ 
Hindenburg Line”. Withdrawing, they had made “scorched earth”, poisoned the wells, 
razed to the ground villages, abodes, trees, roads and railways.  On the new line, larger 
trenches had been dug to avoid that the armoured tanks could pass through them; here 
hundreds of positions into concrete blockhouses or into natural shelters( caves, ravines) 
had been built; here, above all, the excellent defensive system  had been strengthened , in 
order to change the defence in offence. 
The Allies – and the British in particular- had , thus, good reasons for maintaining strong 
the pressure on the Germans: military reasons( the conquer of the seaports of Flanders, 
bases of the Germans submarines; the necessity to break the stalemate), political reasons( 
desire to make end that bloody and unpopular war) practical reasons ( the United States, 
although entered the war, were not completely ready), reasons linked with the possible 
retreat of Russia from the conflict.  
There were, however, also many cautions. The British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, 
for instance, was for nothing enthusiast to face another uncertain adventure for obtaining, 
at the end, another pyrrhic victory. In his opinion it would have been better to hold on the 
defensive and wait for the men and the materials of the United States.  



The militaries, for their part, wished  to bring a preventive offensive: if we will not attack, 
we will be attacked, they repeated continuously. Theirs was, however, a wrong assessment 
and non only in retrospect. Years of war, in fact, had demonstrated a indubitable truth: 
defending was easier than attacking. On the western front, the Germans had held their 
positions– and they had held them without many difficulties-  because-- except the episode 
of Verdun--they had always fought on defensive. If, in 1917, they had attacked, probably 
they would have failed. When, in fact, the following year they attacked, they were very close 
to the victory, but at the end they were unable to break the allied defences and they were 
counter-attacked successfully. But the militaries of those times had little fantasy or 
imagination: maintaining always the initiative was for them a dogma and an obsession, the 
only condition for the final victory.  
The idea to bring another “Big Push” was born from this whole of anxieties, of fears, of 
necessities, of obsessions. The salient of Ypres was chosen in Flanders, theatre of harsh 
battles in the previous years. If we break the front here- this was the reasoning- we will 
arrive to Zeebrugge and to Ostend, we will occupy the seaports from where the submarine 
sail and we  will put the Germans on their knees.  
It was of course an important objective, but it was also a limited objective. Many 
submarines were leaving from the ports of the Flandres, but many more were leaving from 
the German ports. With the occupation of Ostend and Zeebrugge would the submarine war 
ended? There were no certain answers. David Lloyd George tried to object, but at the end 
he gave-up. The Great Britain’s naval security was a too important priority and if there was 
no other way to guarantee it  beyond  an attack in Flanders, it was necessary to make the 
best of things.  
 
Wipers 
 
During the Middle Age, Ypres( today Ieper, in Belgium) had been an economically 
important town. The textiles of Flanders were leaving from here towards half Europe. 
Then, wars, plagues, rebellions, commercial competitions with the Dutch and with the 
British, economical crisis, new styles and new habits had caused the slow decadence of 
Ypres in the following centuries. In the Nineteenth Century, however, the town had 
recovered. On the beginning of the Twentieth Century, the life at Ypres flowed  calm 
around the monumental Saint Martin Church, around the Grote Markt ( Market Square) 
and around the Lakenhalle, the market of the textiles. In the market days , the square was 
crowded and animated. On the stalls of the ambulant sellers there were flowers and 
textiles, fruit and cheeses, books and printed matters. The town was in practice at sea level 
and the waters were kept under control by a complex drainage system. Without this device, 
the waters would have flowed to surface, stagnating and prejudicing every kind of activity. 
At the outbreak of the war , Ypres became again important, tragically important. At Ypres 
the “ race to the sea” had in practice ended; around Ypres a salient ( held by the Allies, 
wedged into the enemy lines and uncovered on three sides) had been formed: in 1914 and 
in 1915, at Ypres there had been two harsh battles; at Ypres there were no more 
monuments and abodes , the inhabitants had been evacuated, thousands of men had died 
in combat. At Ypres, for the first time, the chlorine gas had been used; at Ypres a young 
soldiers whose name was Adolf Hitler had fought, as we have seen,  with bravery and 
valour.  
 
Ypres, thus, ( or better still: Wipers, as the town was called by the British troops, in  
difficulty to pronounce her French name) surrounded in inland by some low heights, door 
for the access to the Channel, was a military key – position.  In August 1914, the Germans 
had made a short apparition in the town and then they had continued their way. Towards 
France e towards the final victory. In their opinion, they were realizing the “ perfect plan”, 



prepared with so much attention and care by Count Schlieffen. When the “ perfect plan” 
failed and they were forced to withdraw, they understood the whole importance of this 
drowsy town and they regretted bitterly not having occupied her at the right moment. But 
it had happened and now it was too late for remedying.  They tried to conquer her again, 
but against all odds, the British soldiers,  in Germans’ opinion a kind of comic -opera 
soldiers,  withstood and thus the Germans were forced to give- up.  
Now, for the third time, Ypres was around to become the centre of the war events. 
 
The first fallen in the battle 
 
The Haig’s plan was developed in three stages: the conquer of the Messine ridge to secure 
the right flank of the offensive; the breakthrough of the German front in the salient of 
Ypres after having conquered the heights around the town; the advance towards Ostend 
and Zeebrugge. Also an amphibious operation was planned: it would have had to support 
the attack against the ports of Flanders and it was subordinated to a complete success of 
the land offensive.  
On  paper everything was at its  place: the bombardment, the attack and so on.  On  paper, 
however. Napoleon Bonaparte used to tell: during a battle, the first fallen is the battle plan. 
As we will see, no words were righter. 
  
The opening move – the attack on Messines Ridge, June 7th – was, however, a full success. 
In this sector, the British troops were under command of a prudent, able, clever officer, 
attentive to keep low the casualties  : Brigadier General Sir Herbert Plumer. 
Sir Herbert did not like the massive attacks: he preferred advancing step by step, an 
objective after another objective. Rather than try to resolve the problem in a unique time, 
he preferred to divide the problem in smaller parts, resolving them one after the other for 
arriving, in this way, to the victory. He knew how to use the artillery, concentrating the fire 
on a narrow front, using effective creeping barrages to support the troops or making 
collocate tons of explosive under the enemy trenches, as he made at Messines.  
After Messines, Sir Plumer understood immediately the importance to strike while the iron 
was hot and he insisted in order to put in action the offensive. Immediately, and without 
delay. Every day, he repeated insistently: the Germans have felt the blow, they have a low 
morale, we do have stop, we have to attack them now starting from Messines: more we are 
waiting and more we shall give them the time to restore.  But Haig's times were different. 
Nothing to do, was the answer. The plan won’t be modified: we shall attack Wipers at the 
right moment and how we have planned. And according to the plan, the Fifth Army under 
command of Sir Hubert Gough, would have had to make the bulk of the job. The Fifth 
Army would have had on its left flank the French troops of General Antohine and on its 
right flank the Sir Plumer’s divisions 
Sir Gough was an aggressive, daring, determined General . One of the best. In addiction, he 
came, as Haig,  from the Cavalry. For the Supreme Commander he was, thus, the ideal man 
to put in practice the "Big Push". There was, however, a problem. Two problems, to be 
exact. Unlike the Plumer’s divisions, already on  place,  the Fifth Army would have had to 
be placed in position. And would the moving in position of so many soldiers, the cannons, 
the armoured tanks  gone unobserved? Or would it alert the Germans, making useless 
every surprise effect? In addiction, Haig thought about a breakthrough made by 
continuous  pressures, but one after the other; Gough, on the contrary, was convinced that 
he was to hit harshly  and to breakthrough at the first assault. The two commanders, 
perhaps, did not understand each other and, most important, a vital question had not been 
clarified. 
 



The infantries attacked on July 31st  , at four a.m. Before the attack, as usual, a preliminary 
bombardment has been put in action. A bombardment that lasted two weeks, during which 
more than four million of shells had dropped on the German positions. The effects? Not 
very  effective. The deployment of the Fifth Army had already alarmed the Germans; the 
first bombs had transformed the alarm in a certainty: a large scale attack was being 
prepared. 
And thus, as they had made in the previous summer on the Somme, also at Ypres the 
Germans disappeared underground. Many of them will be buried alive, but when the 
British bombardment ended, the most part of them, stunned but unhurt, went out from the 
shelters and took position behind the machine- guns and on the heights.  
The Allies could avoid that kind of bombardment. Let us make no mistake: the 
bombardment was to be made, but not in that way. A bombardment as that one, in fact, 
was for the most part useless against the excellent German defensive system. Had the 
battle of the Somme taught nothing? And had the Plumer’ s tactic to concentrate the fire on 
a narrow front been already forgotten? And what about the danger to destroy the drainage 
system and to find a flooded  battlefield? Haig was not a foolish and he was aware of the 
risks which he was running. But he was also an incurable optimist: I double the fire power 
compared with the Somme, I use the armoured tanks and I take the victory before the  
terrain is flooded. And Haig was sure of this.  
About Haig, everything and its opposite had been told. During and after the war he will be 
criticized and glorified; he will receive the nickname of “ butcher”, but also the nickname of 
“architect of victory”; he will be defined dull and obtuse, but also farsighted; he will be 
considered as the anachronistic defender of the Cavalry, but he will be also glorified as the 
supporter of the technology applied to the arms.  
Anyway, a fact is certain: he was not lucky.  
 
On the left flank of the Fifth Army, the advancing was swift. Supported by the tanks, the 
Tommies took significant successes around the Pilcken Ridge. But who, on the right flank, 
was to occupy the Gheluvelt Ridge, met a heavy resistance and he was non able to advance. 
Northward, the French of General Antohine were stopped by the men of General Gallwitz. 
At four p.m. began to rain. The driving rain lasted for days and turned the battlefield into a 
quagmire. The drainage system had been destroyed by the preliminary bombardment, the 
ground was filled by many holes dug by the bombs. Everywhere there was only mud. The 
initial momentum, obviously, lost strength. The armoured tanks were not able to move, the 
cannons were sinking into the mud. And into the mud also the men and the animals were 
sinking; it was impossible to lead the wounded in safety and they were agonizing for hours, 
sinking  more and more in that sticky slime. Continuing was impossible. Even Sir Gogh 
realized it and he brought up the question to Haig. Nothing to do, was his answer: we 
continue. And so, till August 16th --day in which the operations were temporarily 
suspended-- in the quagmire of Ypres other blood was shed during ferocious but useless 
struggles.  
 
When the hostilities started again on 20th  September, the script had been changed. And 
also the commanders had been changed. Now they would have attacked not more 
northward, but southeast, towards the village of Passchedaele . And this time Plumer, not 
Gough,  would be led the offensive.  
Faithful to his own theories, Plumer planned a series of attacks concentrated on a narrow 
front and brought under cover of a creeping barrage. On September 20th  the bridge of 
Menin Road was conquered by the Australians. Advancing, the Aussies reached, on the 
following days, the first offshoots of the so called Poligon Wood, paying a very high price. 
In Plumer’s style, the conquests were consolidated and, for transporting the troops and the 
supplies and for evacuating the wounded, even a railway was built.  



On 26th , with a fine weather and a dry ground, the Plumer’s  creeping barrage worked very 
well, “ accompanying” the Aussies of the Fourth Division to complete the conquest of the 
whole Poligon Wood and to occupy positions able to menace the Broodseinde Ridge. On 
October 3rd , the Australians  left their trenches  to attack the ridge. In the same moment, 
the Germans, covered by fire of their mortars, went out from their defensive positions and 
attacked. For a case one of a kind, both parts had planned an attack at the same moment. 
The Australians faced the attack with a bayonet charge , while the Germans answered with 
the machine-guns. Finally, the Germans withdrew, but the following British barrage 
devastated their trenches and the Australians were able, the day after, to conquer the ridge. 
General Erich Ludendorff,  First General Internal of Imperial Staff [2], defined that day ( 
4th October) “ a black day for the German troops”.    
Now the sole obstacle placed between the Allies and the so desired breakthrough was the 
village of Passchendaele. But, unluckily, on October 5th began to rain again. A bad trouble 
for the assailants. To be effective, the creeping barrage -- and Plumer had largely 
demonstrated it in the previous days-- needed a dry terrain. But  Haig’s opinion was 
different. Ok, it was raining, but that rain was a light and fine rain: if the Allies had not lost 
time, Passchendaele  could  been conquered before the terrain had become socked. Haig 
put in warning state the Cavalry: it should have exploited the breach opened by the 
infantries for pursuing the enemy. As on the Somme.  
But on October 9th , when the attack started, it was not raining: it was pouring. And a cold 
wind was blowing. In addiction, the Germans had received reinforcements from the 
eastern front and they were relatively sure inside their concrete blockhouses, protected by 
entanglements of almost intact  barbed wires. The Australians attacked towards 
Poelcapelle and they were repelled with heavy casualties. However twenty of them reached, 
miraculously, the ruins of the church of Paschendaele. They thought that they would have 
received reinforcements, they was waiting for cover. The British artillery, in truth, opened 
a cover fire, but the projectiles did not explode or sunk into the ground which was soft 
because of the rain. Thus, those twenty brave soldiers were forced to return to the starting 
point, crawling on the mud.  
In addiction to the reinforcements, the Germans had received also new artillery  
projectiles. The bombs, however, at the moment of the impact with the ground did not 
explode, but they released a gas whose smell remembered the mustard smell. It was the 
notorious “Mustard gas”. It tended to settle below , where it was kept by the humidity and 
by the rain. It provoked terrible skin burns, blindness and, if breathed, pulmonary oedema.  
It worked after some days and provoked terrible sufferings. Favoured by the humid and 
rainy climate in those days at Passchendaele, the “mustard gas” caused thousands of 
victims.  
 
It began to be cold. On October 12th  Haig ordered another attack. It was a disaster. The 
Australians sunk till their belt into a sea of mud, the rifles and the machine-guns jammed. 
The attack was not an advance, it was an agony. Safe into their shelters, the Germans shot 
in the middle to  almost still targets . It was an appalling slaughter. The Third Australian 
Division lost almost three thousand and two-hundred men: the whole attacking force, 
seven thousand.  
But, despite these heavy losses, Haig did not gave up: he wanted Passchendaele  and he 
would have had it. At all cost. Because, without the conquest of Passchendaele, that 
campaign would have been, in his opinion and not only in his opinion, another failure. He 
replaced the Australians and sent in line the Canadians. Their commander--General 
Arthur Currie--was a prudent and clever officer. Ok, he said, now is our turn and we will 
obey the orders. But we attack under my conditions. That is: with the fine weather and 
with logistic support. Haig gave-up. On November 12th after harsh struggles, the 



Canadians, finally, occupied Passchendaele. The battle was over. The amphibious landing 
on the Belgian ports was, definitively, abandoned.  
The third battle of Ypres cost to the Allies months of sufferings and appalling casualties. 
Prince Rupprecht of Bayer, commander of the sector, wrote: “Despite the massive use of 
men and materials, the enemy has obtained nothing.” The reply is known: it is false: those 
terrible experiences gave the Allies the experience which was necessary for exploiting new 
tactics of combat. They were brought to a conclusion in 1918 and they allowed the Allies to 
win the victory. Be that as it may , one thing is certain: the year after, during their 
offensive, the Germans took Passchendaele and its ridges: In a couple of days. 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
In May 1916, General Haig had warned: the Nation must learn to bear the losses: we can 
not win without the sacrifice of human lives. But the dead, the wounded, the missing in 
action of Passchendaele ( around four hundred thousand for the Allies, a little bit more for 
the Germans) shocked deeply the public opinion. 
Haig was surely in good faith and perhaps he was also right telling what he told, but who 
had lost a son, the husband, a friend in the Flanders fields , did not want, could not accept 
all this. 
Today, in  Flanders fields, the war cemeteries,  treated with love, keep the rests of those  
soldiers and the memory of those events. Lt Colonel John McCrae, medical officer, dead in 
1918 after a  pneumonia contracted at the front, has written: 

In Flanders fields the poppies blow 

Between the crosses, row on row 

That mark our place:  and in the sky 

The larks still bravely singing, fly 

Scarce heard amid the guns below. 

We are the Dead.  Short days ago 

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, 

Loved, and were loved, and now we lie 

In Flanders fields. 

Take up our quarrel with the foe: 

To you from failing hands we throw 

The Torch:  be yours to hold it high! 

If ye break faith with us who die 

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 

In Flanders fields. 

John McCrae (1872-1918) 

Today the foe does not wear the combat uniform. Today the foe is the absence of memory.  
And it is our task keeping faith to the promise .  
 
 
 
[1] The American historian Robert Cowley, in an article published in 1998 on the 
Quarterly Journal of Military History contests  the version of the facts written by Hitler in 
Mein Kampf. Referring to witnesses and to official reports , he focuses the contradictions 



being among dates, names, events and places. He does not claim that the Kindermord bei 
Ypern did not happen—-also if it happened in different way respect to that one told by 
Hitler-—and he proves that the episode was manipulated by the Nazi propaganda and was 
turned into a kind of myth. The fact, probably, happened close to village of Bixchoote( it 
sounds as "biscuits") , not a very martial name  and not very “ German”. Thus, the 
Kindermord was set by the propaganda  in Langemark. 
 
[2] The Kaiser Wilhelm II was, obviously, the Commander in Chief of the German Armed 
Forces . After the Falkenayn’s replacement, Baron Paul von Hindenburg – a kind of 
national glory after his victory over the Russians—was appointed Chief of Imperial Staff. 
To Ludendorff was offered to be appointed Vice – Chief  of Staff. Ludendorff , who felt 
inferior to nobody, refused. The solution was, then, to appoint him “ First General 
Internal”. In practice, however, was he the real Chief of Staff.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


