
1 
 

SHEET 3 

Haig: Butcher of the Somme? 

 

A butcher is person that slaughters animals, cuts up 

their bodies and prepares their meat to be sold and 

eaten. Modern butchers must, by law, consider the 

welfare of any animal that they slaughter for meat. So 

why would a General from the First World War be 

nicknamed a butcher?  

 

Like a butcher, some historians argue that Haig has the 

blood of hundreds of thousands of British and 

Commonwealth soldiers on his hands. They say HE is to 

blame for the massive and unparalleled loss of life in 

the Battle of the Somme. They say he persisted with a 

disastrous strategy and lacked the imagination to think 

of something new, break the stalemate, and bring the 

battle to a swift conclusion.  

However, after WW1 Haig was a national hero, right up 

until his death in 1928. After this, people started 

looking back at the war with more regret and 

repulsion. By the 1960s many believed that WW1 had been futile. This is when 

the idea of Haig being a butcher became popular. 

Some historians wrote that Haig was aloof, uncaring, having never visited the 

front lines himself and spent the entire war safely distant from enemy lines in a 

French chateaux fighting the war using maps and figures on a table, like a board 

game. Is that true? 

 

Field Marshall Sir Douglas Haig 
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Does General Haig deserve to be called “The butcher of the Somme”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of the first day for the British army there 

had been lmoat 20,000 deaths, that about one every 

second for the whole day (they fought for about 10 

solid hours). 

 

He never visited the front lines to find out 

for himself.  

It is said that Haig knew the German lines 

had not been broken but that he still 

insisted that the attacks should go ahead. 

 

General Haig appeared to sacrifice men as if 

he didn’t care. 

 

Over a million men lost their lives at the 

battle of the Somme. 

 

Haig’s idea about how to win a battle was that 

you sent out thousands and thousands of men 

with guns to run across “no man’s land” and try 

to capture the enemy machine gun posts on the 

other side. 

 

These were the same tactics that all other 

commanders were using at the time. 

Nobody knew any other way to fight. 

 

The battle of the Somme stopped German 

troops capturing France and caused them to 

doubt that they could ever win. 

. 

 

It was only really when efficient and usable 

tanks were developed by 1918 that the 

Allies were able to win; The tanks available 

for the Somme got stuck in the mud. 

 

Every general has to expect to have men die 

during a war. You can’t blame Haig for this. 

There is no evidence that Haig didn’t care 

about the massive loss of lives so the 

reputation he has as a “butcher” can not be 

justified. 

 

 


