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Lenz on Robbins
Robbins notes that there are currently no significant
biographies on the general. This may be because most of
his letters and documents were believed to be lost, but
somehow these letters to his wife survived and remained
under care of British archivists for some time. Unfortunately, Robbins does not offer Horne any significant
justice with his introduction. It is rather lengthy, just
under thirty-five full pages. There are many run-on sentences, and the use of slang that makes little to no sense
to a non-British English-speaker potentially alienates a
wider readership. Instead of explicating his British subject, Robbins offers a near biblical introduction to Horne,
delineating his ancestry, even if the relation plays no sigAs is the case with any war, it is the experiences of in- nificant role in the story as it applies to the letters. It
dividuals during trying times that make up the real story
comes across as nonsensical at times, becoming rather
of the conflict in which they are involved. They express
pointless. Robbins has a habit of being repetitive and
many of the same concerns, regardless of rank, to their writing more than is necessary in describing a situation
loved ones back on the home front. By selecting a wide that involves the main character. Finally, while Robbins
range of letters from General Sir Henry Horne to his wife, offers biographical notes, he offers little reason for selectRobbins offers a primary insight into the events of the ing one letter or another, or for leave a large gap between
First World War through the eyes of one of these indisets of letters. There were ample opportunities to offer
viduals. However, as Robbins notes in his introduction,
explanatory notes throughout the book; instead, many
Horne was by no means a minor personality in the global questions are left unanswered.
conflict. Horne was instrumental in the “Creeping BarAlthough Robbins fails in key areas, his collection of
rage” by the Allied artillery.[1] As commander of the XV
Corps, he oversaw the Canadian Corps, whose penetra- the letters and his decision to leave personal matters out
tion at Vimy Ridge in 1917 became the deepest Allied ad- are to be commended. Through the selections, Robbins
vance into German-held territory since the beginning of breathes life to Horne’s own experiences and concerns.
the war. Yet, this stellar officer, who also helped oversee He offers the reader a better understanding of why certhe evacuation of Gallipoli, and the building of the Suez tain events happened, as they occurred on the western
front, or in smaller theaters of war, such as Egypt. Horne
Canal defenses, is rather overlooked.
As we near the one-hundredth anniversary of the
start of the First World War, we do not lack for books
and documentaries about its origins and later repercussions on the world as a whole. Lost in this diffusion is the
essence of the conflict’s influence on the individual soldier, or commander, along with the true understanding
of the horrors of the Great War. For historians, the desire to understanding the past lies in the realm of the primary source, and it is through Dr. Simon Robbin’s edited
volume that those within the field truly gain a better understanding of the conflict from the perspective of a key
commander of the British Expeditionary Force.
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was certainly more than a mere corps commander. He
was an essential overseer of some of the most important
events of the “Great War for Civilization.” Yet, despite his
position, Horne appears to be just another soldier whose
cares are parallel to those of front line troops. It is for
this reason that books like this allow historians further
access to the fundamental nature of the war’s impact on
those who fought it.

[1]. The “Creeping Barrage” was a tactic first employed by Allied forces designed to help reduce the loss of
lives and further the advance of Allied forces through the
area between the trenches, commonly referred to as No
Man’s Land. While Robbins makes reference to it on page
5 of his introduction, another look at the topic is found
in Gregory Blaxaland’s Amiens: 1918 (London: Frederick
Muller, 1968).
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