The Beginning of the Third Battle of Ypres


The First and Second battles of Ypres had been begun by the Germans. The Third was begun by the Allies and was masterminded by Sir Douglas Haig. British artillery began to pound German defences along the Ypes Salient on 16th July, 1917. After two weeks however the Germans still held their position on the high ground with sweeping views across the front lines that ran along the salient.

The reasons for the battle
Sir Douglas Haig believed that an all out attack on the German lines along the Ypres Salient would finally break the morale of the German troops – especially after the Allied success at Messines Ridge, a stronghold to the south-east of Ypres, on 7th June . 

The attack on the German lines seemed even more important as the failure of a major French offensive at Nivelle had caused many French soldiers to mutiny. Haig feared more French mutinies and a weakening of the allied forces as a result. Haig also knew that it was vital that German submarine bases along the Belgian coastline were destroyed in a bid to try and secure vital British shipping lanes within the English Channel, which were being hampered by German U-Boats. 

The first day of the battle as it unfolded around 
the 38th (Welsh) Division

At 3:50 a.m. a creeping barrage consisting of 4.25 million shells was put up by 3,000 guns. This marked the beginning of the Third Battle of Ypres. Behind this barrage the troops of the Fifth Army, 1 Corps of the Second Army and the French First Army advanced at a steady pace towards the German front line trenches. This amounted to twelve divisions being committed along 18 kilometres of terrain during the first stage of the battle.

To the north of the attack the Guards Division moved forward from Boesinghe next and to the left of the railway line. They encountered little resistance and achieved their first objective by 5:00 a.m. – to reach the Black Line. By 8:30 a.m. they had advanced to a ridge overlooking the Steenbeek.


On the right of the advance the 38th (Welsh) Division had also begun their advance at 3:50 a.m. They however, found it much more difficult to achieve their objective. The objective was Iron Cross which was heavily defended. Eventually the 14th Welsh Regiment (Swansea Pals) managed to push the Germans from this area before the 11th South Wales Borderers and 17th Royal Welsh Fusiliers advanced to deal with a number of pillboxes which stood between the Division and the Steenbeek.
The 51st (Highland) Division fought to the right of the Welsh Division and also found their advance blocked for a time by German pillboxes. The Seaforth and Gordon Highlanders eventually reached and took Macdonald’s Wood and Farm with the help of a tank. Four tanks were also involved with the 39th Division who advanced towards Kitchener’s Wood. This was heavy going as the terrain was so wet and had been churned up by the artillery barrage which had opened the Third Battle of Ypres that morning. By the day of the attack on 31st July three quarters of an inch of rain soaked the battlefield.
The Battle’s Progress
The Battle lasted for fourteen weeks before Sir Douglas Haig called a halt to the British advance. The Battle had been plagued from the start by hard, driving rain and the resulting muddy conditions which were made all the more intolerable due to the fact that field drainage systems had been destroyed by artillery barrages. In addition, these barrages had churned up the soil and created huge craters which served as obstacles to be overcome by the advancing troops.
The advance was brought to a standstill a number of times due to the weather. On 16th August however the Battle of Langemarck started and lasted for four days. This resulted in very heavy casualties for the British, although a little ground was gained. On the 20th September the Battle of the Menin Road Bridge took place, on the 26th the Battle of Polygon Wood and on the 4th October the Battle of Broodseinde. As a result of these battles the British now held the ridge to the east of Ypres.
The Germans now began to use Mustard Gas for the first time in an attempt to stop the Allies advance towards Passchendaele. Haig ordered four assaults in all on the ridge around Passchendaele and the village was finally taken by British and Canadian troops on the 6th November. Haig now called off the allied offensive claiming a huge Allied success. The Allies had suffered 310,000 casualties, the Germans 260,000.
Welsh Casualties and Awards

The 38th Division suffered 4,000 casualties at the battle for Pilchem Ridge alone. This accounted for one third of the whole 38th Division. 
Ivor Rees – 11th Battalion (South Wales Borderers). 31st July at Pilkem.

Corporal James Llewelyn Davies – 13th Battalion (Royal Welsh Fusiliers) PH. Polygon Wood 31st July 
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