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INTRODUCTION

The Butchers and Bunglers School of the study of the British contribution to the war on the Western Front 1914-18 was started by David Lloyd George when he wrote his memoirs, and was carried on by a wave of 1960s historians. It still has a large following, often encouraged by the media, who believe that this is what the general public wants to hear. This school believes that either the war in the West ended on 1 July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, when the British Army suffered more casualties in a single day than before or since, or amid the mud of Passchendaele Ridge fifteen months later. If it does consider 1918 it is merely to point out the near defeat of the Army in March 1918 or that Germany was beaten by the naval blockade. It is a school that ignores the fact that both the French and the Germans also suffered heavy casualties to little avail - the Germans at Verdun in 1916 and the French at Chemin des Dames in April 1917, to give but two examples.

In the last forty years or so a growing group of serious historians have sought to restore the balance. The pioneer of the School of Revisionism was the late John Terraine, whose writings in the 1960s and 1970s, notably Haig The Educated Soldier, were initially those of a lone voice in the wilderness and he endured numerous brickbats for his trouble. He faced these unflinchingly and gradually others were encouraged by him to re-examine the war on the Western Front and to recognize that the conditions in which it was waged were such that the commanders had to relearn their craft. That they did, and in such a short time, albeit at a fearful cost in human life on both sides of No Man’s Land, is to their  credit. That they were not afraid to embrace emerging technology is another feather in their caps.

For the British, in particular the Australian and Canadian Corps that played the dominant part, the attack at Amiens on 8 August 1918 was a culmination of the hard lessons of the previous years. Erich Ludendorff, the German Quartermaster General and so influential in the conduct of the war, would call it ‘the Black Day for the German Army’ and so it was. For the attack at Amiens marked the beginning of the so-called Hundred Days which brought about ultimate victory in the West. In this the 90th anniversary of the year in which the Great War finally came to an end, it is fitting that we should remember Amiens and the contribution made by those who fought in the battle. More especially it needs demonstrating what a long way the British Army, and indeed that of the French, had come since the killing fields of 1915-17, as well as the reverses they had suffered earlier in 1918. Perhaps, too, as we come to 11 November 2008, more of us might come to rethink the achievements of the Allied armies during those last and epic months and recognize the spirit that brought the fighting to an end so much earlier than most, especially the politicians, believed possible.

One cannot write a book like this in isolation and my gratitude goes out to a number of people. First, I would like to thank Ian Drury, former Editorial Director of Weidenfeld & Nicolson for commissioning it and for suggesting its rather provocative title. The staffs of the National Archives, Kew and the West Hill Lending Library, Wandsworth, London, sadly now closed, for their unfailing courtesy and willingness to help. The same thanks go as well to the Churchill Archives Centre, Cambridge. My friends and colleagues in the British Commission for Military History have, as usual, given me numerous leads in the course of discussions, usually propping up bars with drinks in hand. I must, not for the first time, also pay tribute to Chris Baker and his Long, Long Trail website and, in particular, its extraordinary Great War Forum, which at the time of writing has over 17,000 members worldwide and who are always so willing to share their knowledge. Indeed, today, as I write this, I posted two last  minute queries and received informative replies within the space of ninety minutes.

There are, too, some other individuals to whom I would like to express my heartfelt thanks. David Fletcher, Librarian at the Tank Museum, Bovington and an old friend, did his best to answer some of my more obtuse questions, especially on anti-tank mines and antidotes to the internal tank fumes. In Australia Chris Roberts not only sent me copies of relevant chapters from his collection of Australian unit histories but also carried out research on my behalf into personal accounts of and articles on the battle at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra. Through Chris I would also like to thank Ian Smith of the Australian War Memorial for his help in identifying relevant material. Andrew Pittaway, the City of Fremantle archivist, also very generously sent me copies of chapters of his equally extensive collection of Australian unit histories. In Illinois, Chris McDonald sent me information on the 33rd US Division, while in Canada Brian Curragh provided some most useful material on the part played by the Royal Canadian Dragoons and Ed Bainton on the 78th Battalion. Dwight Mercer of the Canadian Expeditionary Force Study Group also very kindly sent me the Group’s very extensive list of relevant websites. Andrew Spooner, Cartographer of the Western Front Association, provided me with copies of 1917 1:40,000 map coverage of the battlefield, without which it would have been very difficult to make sense of the battle. Finally, I must express my deepest gratitude, as well as profound apologies, to Keith Lowe, my editor at Weidenfeld, for his unfailing courtesy, especially in the context of an overdue manuscript and a very tight publication date to meet.

 



Charles Messenger 
London 
February 2008




CHAPTER ONE

SETTING THE SCENE

The beginning of July 1918 witnessed a brief lull on the Western Front. While the combatants wondered what the immediate future held they could also look back on the events of the last eight months, a period that had seen the initiative pass from the Allies to the Germans. It had also marked a change in tactics by both sides, tactics that provided the prospect of the restoration of manoeuvre warfare which had been so absent since the early days of the war in the West.

 



On 20 November 1917, and spearheaded by over 300 tanks, six British infantry divisions broke through the formidable defences of the Hindenburg Line to the south-west of Cambrai. It was the first time that tanks had been used en masse and that the artillery had not compromised surprise by registering its guns prior to the attack. Coming immediately after the grim stalemate in the mud of the Third Battle of Ypres the assault at Cambrai provided a ray of hope that the deadlock on the Western Front could finally be broken. Church bells in Britain, which had been silent since the outbreak of war, were rung in celebration. This proved to be premature. Subsequent days saw the German defences harden as reinforcements were deployed, and the British Third Army, which was conducting the attack, lacked sufficient reserves. The offensive was therefore closed down. Then, on 30 November, the Germans mounted a counter-attack which regained most of the ground that had been captured. It was a portent of things to come and would mean that the tank attack at Cambrai would be the last significant offensive action that the Allies would take for almost nine months.

Two major factors caused the Germans to switch to the offensive in the West in early 1918. The first was the October 1917 revolution in Russia. The Bolsheviks’ initial priority was to take their country out of the war and although the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which formally brought this about, was not signed until March 1918, the Germans were able to begin switching troops westwards almost as soon as the revolution took place. Indeed, some of the divisions sent to Cambrai came from the Eastern Front. This was allied to the fact that they were very conscious of the arrival of Americans troops in France and knew that the time would come when the Western Allies would achieve overwhelming strength. There was, too, the question of the Allied blockade which within Germany was fostering growing discontent with the war. Consequently the German High Command resolved to strike in the West. Von Hindenburg and his staff concluded that the sector running from Arras in the north to the River Oise offered the best possibility for a breakthrough. This was held by the British Third and Fifth Armies.

As the British had at Cambrai, the Germans enjoyed the bonus of fog when they attacked on 21 March 1918. This suited the infiltration tactics that they had used at Cambrai and enabled them to break through General Sir Hubert Gough’s Fifth Army, which had only recently taken over an additional 25 miles of front from the French, and to peel back the right wing of Sir Julian Byng’s Third Army. The latter, however, managed to hold the two northern German armies, the Seventeenth and Second, but von Hutier’s Eighteenth Army reached the River Somme on the third day of the offensive and almost shattered Gough’s army. It continued to advance and began to threaten the vital communications centre of Amiens. French reinforcements came up from the south, but in order to better co-ordinate operations, on 26 March the Allies finally appointed a generalissimo, Ferdinand Foch. The German advance now began to slow. The assaulting troops were tired and they were now amid the old 1916 Somme battlefield, whose broken terrain restricted mobility, especially in terms of the supporting artillery and supplies. By 5 April the Germans had been brought to a halt at Villers Bretonneux, just  10 miles from Amiens. The salient they had created extended to a depth of 50 miles on a base of 60 miles, but they had failed to achieve a decisive breakthrough. Even so, Erich Ludendorff had prepared another offensive which was now ready to go.

On 9 April Operation Georgette, an offensive south of Armentières, opened. This time the aim was to capture the Channel ports through which the supplies and reinforcements for the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) passed. Success would also enable the Germans to bombard southern England with their heavy artillery. Fog once again came to the aid of the attackers and the main blow was struck against the weak Portuguese Corps, which broke immediately. However, wet weather prior to the attack had not only hampered air reconnaissance but also reduced many of the roads to a quagmire. It meant that progress was not as fast as it had been during the early days of the Michael offensive of the previous month. Nevertheless, the attack did make progress and steadily pushed back Sir Hubert Plumer’s Second Army. Foch deployed French reinforcements but initially was not willing to allow them to become embroiled because of a build-up of German forces which appeared to threaten Paris. The Germans saw Kemmel Hill as the vital ground and brought in Alpine troops to capture it. It eventually fell on 25 April, but by this time the Germans were exhausted and, with little further progress made, Georgette was closed down at the end of the month. Further south, and to dissuade the French from sending reinforcements to Flanders, the Germans had attacked at Villers Bretonneux on 24 April.1 They took the village, but it was quickly recaptured by British and Australian troops.

In spite of the failure of its two offensives to achieve a decisive breakthrough the German High Command was by no means finished. There were losses in manpower, general fatigue, and a lowering of morale among the troops, but Ludendorff was determined to maintain the pressure on the Allies. Von Hindenburg still saw Flanders as the decisive sector, but there was a need to remove the French reinforcements from there. He and Ludendorff therefore decided that the next attack should fall on the French sector. They selected the Chemin des Dames sector to the west of Rheims and scene of the abortive French offensive of spring 1917. The French Sixth Army’s defences were weak there and it had its back to the River Aisne. Consequently when the Germans attacked on 25 May they had little difficulty in penetrating and getting across the river. It was an irony that four British divisions sent to this sector to recuperate after the earlier German offensives found themselves caught up in the attack and suffered severely. By 30 May the Germans had reached the Marne and were less than 60 miles from Paris, but they had been surprised by their success and had committed more troops than they had intended. The French had deployed reserves and were able to hold the Germans on the Marne. This was also the first action for the Americans, who had two divisions involved. Frustrated once more the Germans launched yet another attack, this time between Noyon and Montdidier, on 9 June. Again they enjoyed initial success, but Henri Pétain, commander-in-chief of the French Army, had now learned how to deal with the German offensive, by holding his reserves until the moment was right. As the Germans attempted to cross the River Matz, they were hit in the flank, bringing the offensive to an immediate halt.

The remainder of June gave both sides an opportunity to draw breath. Both were very tired and the prospect of an early end to the war seemed remote. The Germans were becoming desperate. Not only had their offensives in the West failed, but their Austro-Hungarian ally’s major offensive across the River Piave in northern Italy had also been brought to a halt: the Italians, with British and French troops under command, were now counter-attacking. As for Germany’s other allies, the Ottoman Empire was crumbling in the face of the largely British campaigns in Iraq and Palestine, and Bulgaria was beginning to waver.

Meanwhile, the situation in Germany itself was growing ever more grim. Severe food rationing was in force, with Berliners limited to just one pound of potatoes per week, and starvation was beginning to threaten. War weariness was gripping the nation, which remained largely apathetic to the recent victories in the West. There was also a creeping Socialist influence, invigorated by the Russian Revolution, which was beginning to call for the overthrow of the Kaiser and an end to the war. Some soldiers who had fought on the Eastern Front had also become influenced by Bolshevik ideas. Germany’s industrial base was suffering, with raw materials becoming ever harder to come by, thanks to the Allied blockade. The manpower barrel was also becoming ever more bare. In the spring of 1918 the Class of 1920, which was composed of 17-year-olds, was called up two and a half years ahead of its due date. Average battalion strengths had fallen from more than 800 men to under 700 men during the period February-May 1918 alone. Discipline, too, was not what it was. Both von Hindenburg and Ludendorff commented on the propensity of the troops during the recent attacks to fall off the line of march and loot well-stocked Allied dumps and canteens which they found in their path. This was another reason why the momentum of the advance had slowed. It also added to the growing disillusionment because the troops had been told that the Allies were suffering equally from shortages. General Georg von der Marwitz, who was commanding the German Second Army in the Somme sector, was very concerned by the decline in discipline. On 7 June 1918 he issued an order decrying the tendency of commanders to shield their officers and men by giving them only light punishments or none at all for infractions of discipline and military regulations. Eleven days later, he commented in a further order on the subject: ‘Cases of soldiers openly refusing to obey orders are increasing to an alarming extent.’1


Across the other side of No Man’s Land the Allies, apart from the Americans, were also suffering manpower problems. General Pétain had estimated that he would need just over a million men to maintain the strength of the French Army during 1918 and that there would be a shortfall of nearly 200,000. In the event, and even by calling up the  1919 draft in spring 1918, he would receive only some 750,000 men. Furthermore, he had made no allowance for the high level of casualties that the French Army suffered as a result of the German offensives - 340,000 alone during the period 21 March - 2 May. Morale, too, was still a tender plant. In the aftermath of the disastrous spring 1917 offensive and the resultant mutinies within the French Army Pétain had been brought in to restore its spirits, which he did through providing more leave and better recreational facilities, as well as keeping the Army on the defensive. The German offensives had a bad effect on morale. Apart from heavy casualties, the more open style of warfare meant that supplies often could not keep up and mail became irregular. Leave was also stopped. The war seemed to be never ending and by early June there was once more deep pessimism within the ranks. As one French soldier wrote in a letter: ‘The Germans will soon be in Paris. I would rather live as a German than die as a Frenchman.’2 Yet the poilus still defended with tenacity. They were also encouraged by the ever greater number of US troops in France and the frequent visits made to the front by their prime minister Georges Clemenceau, who was more than living up to his nickname of the Tiger.

British manpower problems had become apparent before the end of 1917. The War Office estimated that it would need 600,000 fully fit conscripts during 1918 if the Army was to be kept up to strength, but the monthly total of new recruits of all medical categories was falling off during the last months of 1917, with only 25,000 joining the colours in December. At the beginning of January the Manpower Committee placed the Army low down on the list of priorities. Apart from the government’s concern to maintain Britain’s industrial base, which also needed manpower, Prime Minister David Lloyd George was concerned not to allow Haig to embark on another costly offensive like Third Ypres. Rather he envisaged the Allies remaining on the defensive during 1918 while the Americans built up their strength in France. The immediate consequence of this was that Haig was forced to reduce each infantry division by three battalions because of his shortfall in strength. This was carried out just six weeks before the  Germans struck for the first time. When they did the heavy casualties they caused during the opening days of the offensive forced the War Office to go back on its rule that no soldier should be sent to a theatre of war until he had reached the age of nineteen.2 Now 18½-year-olds were sent out. Even so, by May 1918 some divisions had been reduced to mere cadres. Three of these had to be sent back to Britain to reform and one, the 39th Division, remained in France as a skeleton in a training capacity for the rest of the war.

The only formations in the BEF which had avoided the reduction in the number of battalions per division were the Australians and Canadians. The conscription, although bitterly opposed by Canada’s Liberal Party and the French-Canadians, had become law in July 1917, but was not put into effect until the beginning of 1918 and did not supply more than 25,000 men to the Canadian Corps during that year. As it was, the 5th Canadian Division, which was based in Britain, was disbanded in February 1918. The Canadian Corps itself was based in the Arras area and did not become involved in the German offensives. Hence by July 1918 it was reasonably up to strength and well rested. In contrast, the Australian Corps was still reliant on volunteers, since referenda held in the country in October 1916 and December 1917 had shown Australians to be against conscription. The Corps had spent the winter in the sector south of Ypres, but when the Germans struck in March it was sent down to the Somme to help halt the thrust towards Amiens. The 1st Australian Division was then ordered back northwards to protect Hazebrouck in the face of the second German drive and stayed in that area while the remainder of the Corps occupied the right sector of Rawlinson’s Fourth Army on the Somme.3 When they had turned back the Germans at Villers-Bretonneux in late April the Australians not only began to dominate No Man’s Land, but also nibbled away at the German defences through aggressive patrolling, a technique they termed ‘peaceful penetration’. The 1st Australian Division used much the same tactics in Flanders.

The morale of the BEF was largely measured by the tone of the letters sent home from the Front. A report dated 12 July and drawn up by the BEF’s censorship department noted that morale did take a battering during the German offensives and that there was a significant element of war weariness. A soldier (unit unknown) writing in mid June:


 



We are expecting Fritz over any time now. I think the quicker he drives us out of France the better. It is quite time to end it somehow or other . . . everybody is fed up with the war out here and don’t care who wins so long as we get it over.



 



There were many grumbles over the lack of home leave, especially that officers obtained leave very much more frequently than the men, an observation that was sadly true. The Australians, too, were getting tired as a result of their active defence of Amiens. A member of the 1st Australian Brigade writing home on 8 June:


 



Things are not too good over this side, they are sticking the dirt into the Aussies a treat. Its a barstard [sic] in the line and its a barstard out. A man would be better off in the clinc [sic] doing a couple of years.



 



Yet, many others were more upbeat. There was a general feeling that the Germans could not continue to endure the level of casualties that they were suffering and that the corner was being  turned. It is best summed up by another Australian writing at the end of June:


 



There seems to my mind to be a wave of optimism on our side just now. It was not so pronounced two or three months ago, but as the enemy seems to be held here, really held I mean, and in view of the large influx of Americans - good men too - and now the Italian victory [on the Piave], it has put fresh heart in many of the men, some of whom are really war weary and worn.



 



All did recognize, though, that hard fighting lay ahead.3


 



Relations between the British and the French in the early summer of 1918 were not at their best. The latter tended to blame Perfidious Albion for failing to halt the German offensives and to suspect that the British government was no longer prepared to make the manpower sacrifices that the French were continuing to have to do. As Clemenceau said to President Raymond Poincaré: ‘The British are trying for an excuse to escape efforts and want us to do the same and leave to the Americans the burden of continuing the war. This is also to some extent the tendency of [the French] parliament.’4 At an Anglo-French meeting on 1 June Foch accused Lloyd George of holding back reinforcements to such an extent that the BEF would be reduced to a mere thirty divisions by the autumn. When Haig reminded Lord Milner, the Secretary of State for War, that the War Office had told him that the figure was likely to be a mere twenty-eight divisions, the two British ministers were discomforted, but invited Foch to send ‘an expert’ to inspect the manpower figures.5 Earlier that day, however, the prime ministers, including Vittorio Orlando of Italy, agreed to send an appeal to President Woodrow Wilson for additional American troops. Pointing out that 162 Allied divisions now faced 202 German divisions in France and Flanders and that the French and British were no longer in a position to increase their number of divisions, the prime ministers urged Wilson to deploy no less than  100 divisions at as earlier a date as possible at a suggested rate of 300,000 men per month. The note made clear that ultimate victory against Germany could not be achieved without this step.6 Thus, there was general acceptance that the war was likely to continue until well into 1919.

As for the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), the basis for deployment was enshrined in the General Organization Project, drawn up by General John Pershing and his staff in July 1917. This called for an Expeditionary Force of one million men to be deployed to Europe by May 1918. This figure was considered ‘the smallest unit which in modern war will be a complete, well-balanced and independent fighting organization.’ The key word in this statement is ‘independent’, since Pershing was determined from the outset that the Americans would fight as a distinct entity and not be split up under French and British command. The Project went on to state that, especially in terms of industrial planning, the AEF might be expected to reach a strength of three million in two years.7 Set against this background, the European Allies’ June 1918 request to President Wilson does not seem unreasonable.

Intense pressure was put on Pershing to dissipate his force. The British proposed in early January 1918 that he pass over 150 battalions to them so that they could be absorbed by the British divisions and thus avoid reducing the strength of each by three battalions. Needless to say, this suggestion was quickly dismissed.8 The Americans were nonetheless conscious that they needed training in trench warfare and that, because their munitions industry was having to develop almost from scratch, they were reliant on the British and French for the supply of much of their weaponry and equipment. As a result it was agreed that units would be attached to the British for training for a period of approximately ten weeks, after which they were to return to their parent US division. A similar arrangement was made with the French, who were also keen to see US units in the line for the sake of morale. In this case entire US divisions were deployed in the line, beginning with the US 1st Division, which relieved the Moroccan Division at the end of January 1918. By the beginning of  July nine divisions had actually deployed in the line in the French sector. One division, the 93rd, which consisted of black troops, was dispersed by regiments to be under command of various French divisions, and five other divisions had entered the line for training, three of them with the British. Of the last named the 33rd Division was under the British Fourth Army, with elements of the 131st and 132nd Regiments under the Australians for instruction.

The Australians themselves were about to embark on a rather more ambitious operation within the context of Peaceful Penetration, an operation which would have a significant influence on the August attack at Amiens. The focus of this operation was the village of Hamel, which lies just south of the Somme and two miles south-south-east of Corbie. (See Map 1) The Germans had captured the village on 4 April and it formed the base of a salient jutting into the Australian line. The high ground around Hamel also gave the Germans excellent observation. Encouraged by the apparent low morale of the Germans facing the Australians, the poor state of their defences, on 18 June Rawlinson asked John Monash, who had recently taken command of the Australian Corps, and Brigadier GeneralAnthony Courage, commanding the 5th Tank Brigade, which was supporting the Fourth Army, to draw up a plan for eradication of the salient. This was to be the Australians’ first attack with tanks since the ill-fated assault at Bullecourt in April 1917 when the 4th Australian Division suffered some 3,000 casualties and blamed their reversal on the supporting tanks, almost all of which were victims of German fire or mechanical breakdown. They therefore viewed tanks with suspicion and would need some convincing that they could make a significant contribution.

Weaponry and techniques had, however, changed significantly since the days of Bullecourt. The most prominent development had been the artillery’s ability to fire off the map. A number of factors contributed to this. There was a much greater understanding of how the shell behaved in the air after firing and of how barrel wear could affect the accuracy of a gun. Meteorology played its part in the former, with so-called Meteor messages being sent to the guns every four hours giving wind speed and direction and temperature at various altitudes.  Guns were test fired to establish the individual behaviour of the shell in each barrel. Surveying, too, had become very much more accurate and enabled the position of the target in relation to that of the gun to be established on a map with confidence. Counter-battery work was a crucial artillery task in support of an attack. Air photography played a significant part in locating enemy gun positions, but sound ranging was also becoming an effective method (provided the wind was in the right direction). It consisted of a series of microphones established along a base line. These picked up the report of a gun firing and by measuring the time differences between the various microphones detecting the report it was possible to pinpoint the gun’s position.

Tanks had also improved since the Mark Is and IIs used at Bullecourt and the Mark IVs at Cambrai. The new Mark V, with which the 5th Tank Brigade was equipped, was much better protected, had a slightly higher speed - 4.6 miles per hour as opposed to the Mark IV’s 3.7 mph - and was much simpler to drive, requiring just one man rather than the four on previous models. A larger fuel capacity gave it an increase of 10 miles range over the Mark IV’s 15 miles. Even so, the Australians were suspicious of them, especially General Ewan Sinclair-MacLagan, commanding the 4th Australian Division which was to carry out the attack. Nevertheless, Monash and Courage got on with the planning. The Australian commander’s main concern was casualties, since his corps was already more than 8,000 men under strength, and if his losses were high there was a very real danger that he would have to disband one of his divisions. He therefore decided that he would employ just two brigades on a 7,000 yard front, relying on his 60 tanks and 600 supporting guns to compensate for the lack of infantry numbers. The objective was strictly limited, involving a penetration of not more than 2,500 yards. The plan itself bore many of the hallmarks of Cambrai - no preliminary bombardment, tanks concentrated, and great stress on security. The original plan called for a rolling barrage fired by the heavy artillery to be laid down 300 yards ahead of the tanks, on the basis that this and the firepower of the tanks themselves would crush any resistance, enabling the following infantry to occupy the ground with the minimum  of casualties. But Monash’s chief of Staff, Thomas Blamey, and Sinclair-MacLagan were not happy with this and proposed that the field artillery provided the rolling barrage, with the heavies concentrating on likely points of resistance. Monash accepted this, as did Rawlinson.

Airpower was also to play its part. This was built around the RAF’s V Brigade, whose four scout squadrons would provide close air support over the battlefield, with three further squadrons from IX Brigade carrying out high altitude patrols. The bulk of the artillery target spotting work was to be carried out by No. 3 Squadron Australian Flying Corps, while No. 9 Squadron was given a novel task, namely the dropping of ammunition to the forward troops once they had achieved their objectives. Rawlinson watched the Squadron in training on 1 July and thought it a good idea, although he noted that the actual drops were very inaccurate.9 During the nights preceding the attack aircraft flew up and down the Australian sector, the object of this exercise being to mask the noise of the final move up and deployment of the tanks up to Zero Hour.

Secrecy was paramount. Monash insisted on the minimum being committed to paper and the bugs in the plan were ironed out through a series of conferences. The troops taking part were withdrawn from the line. MacLagan’s 4th Brigade would take the lead part, with the 11th Brigade (3rd Australian Division) on its left and two battalions from the 2nd Australian Division on the right. In all, ten battalions would be involved, together with a battalion-sized force from the 15th Australian Brigade to protect the northern flank on the other side of the Somme. They underwent rigorous training with the tanks at Vaux-sur-Somme, 12 miles east of Corbie and on the north bank of the river. Rawlinson visited on 30 June and noted with obvious relief: ‘I think we have now got the Australians to understand and appreciate the Tanks.’ Later that day he attended Monash’s final conference and noted that it lasted four hours and 20 minutes.10 Haig, who visited Monash on the following day, considered him ‘a most thorough and capable commander who thinks out every detail and leaves nothing to chance. I was greatly impressed with his arrangements.’11


Monash experienced two last minute problems. The first was as a  result of a visit by Australian prime minister Billy Hughes on 2 July. After a tour of the Australian sector Hughes commented to Monash on the tired appearance of his men and told the Australian commander that he must rest them. Monash pointed out that he was answerable to Haig, but Hughes reminded him that he was his prime minister and that his orders must be obeyed. He went on:


 



If you wish, I can have you removed from your Australian command. This I do not wish to do, but I want you to understand that the welfare of Australia’s troops is my first concern. Tell General Haig that unless my request is agreed to, I will withdraw all Australian troops from France. 12




 



With the Hamel operation shortly to take place Monash chose to ignore Hughes’s threat, but it must have discomforted him all the same.

He was now to be faced by another bombshell. It had struck Rawlinson that it would be a good idea for some of the American troops training with his army to have experience of a set piece attack. He broached the idea to Monash, who was enthusiastic and suggested eight companies’ worth. Since an American company consisted of 250 men the extra numbers were a considerable attraction. After obtaining Haig’s agreement Rawlinson approached General George W. Read, the commander of the II US Corps, which was administering the divisions being trained by the British. He agreed that a battalion’s worth of troops could be made available and ordered Major General George Bell Jr of the 33rd Division to select them. He, in turn, chose two companies each from the 131st and 132nd Infantry Regiments. These belonged to the 66th US Brigade, which was training with the British III Corps, and not to the 65th Brigade, which was already with the Australians. In the meantime, Rawlinson had selected Independence Day, 4 July, for the attack on the grounds that ‘it was the first occasion on which American troops had taken part in an actual attack alongside our fellows.’13 However, Monash had decided that it would be good to have one US company embedded  with each of the ten attacking Australian battalions and had been led to believe that these would be forthcoming. Rawlinson and Read visited Haig on 29 June and Read agreed to provide an additional six companies, which were provided by 131st Regiment, with the whole of its 1st and 2nd Battalions now involved. Three days later, on 2 July, General Read informed Rawlinson that Pershing was objecting to the use of American troops in the attack on the grounds that they were insufficiently trained. Rawlinson thought it too late to withdraw them, but contacted General Sir Herbert Lawrence, Haig’s chief of staff who was attending the Supreme War council at Versailles with his master, and asked him to speak to Pershing. Haig saw Pershing on the following morning and the latter reiterated his insistence that American troops not be used. When Haig asked him if he would like him to intercede Pershing replied that Rawlinson had the matter in hand. In fact, Rawlinson had agreed with Read that just the additional six companies be withdrawn. The orders to do this were received by the relevant Australian battalions on the morning of 3 July. It meant that they now had to reorganize their attack formations and cope with having considerably less men. There was also great disappointment among the Americans. When the officers of the company attached to the 16th Australian Battalion were told the news:


 



... they were dumbfounded. When they communicated the contents to their men, the latter were inclined to disobey the command. A violent discussion took place among them, and they came over and sat down among the 16th, who were then making their final dispositions. The officer in command of the Americans gave the 16th his men’s best wishes and wished the battalion good luck.14




The companies then withdrew.4 But that was not the end of the matter. 

As a result of the discussion between Haig and Pershing Lawrence telephoned Rawlinson to say that no Americans whatsoever were to take part in the attack. Pershing also told Read the same. By now it was 4 p.m. and Rawlinson in turn telephoned Monash to give him the unwelcome news. He then spoke to Sinclair-MacLagan and his brigade commanders, who were aghast. At Monash’s request Rawlinson motored to HQ 4th Australian Division and met him there at 5 p.m. Monash told Rawlinson that if the Americans were withdrawn he would have to cancel the attack. He therefore proposed to go ahead with the operation unless Rawlinson expressly forbade him, but the order would have to come before 6.30 p.m. since otherwise it would be too late to stop the deployment of infantry, artillery and tanks. He also said that cancellation might well result in an ‘international incident’ in the form of a clash between the Diggers and the Yanks. Rawlinson must have felt that a pistol was being pointed at his head and told Monash that although he wanted the attack to go ahead he was risking being sacked from his command if he so blatantly disobeyed an order from GHQ. Monash apparently retorted that good Australian-US relations were more important than the preservation of an army commander. Rawlinson took the point and agreed to speak to Lawrence again and if he did not receive an answer by 6 p.m. the attack would go ahead with the remaining Americans. This deadline was put back to 6.30 p.m. and then 7 p.m. since Haig and Lawrence were on their way back from Versailles and not contactable. Rawlinson did manage to speak to Lawrence, who spoke to Haig just before 7 p.m. The Commander-in-Chief’s reaction was: ‘The first essential is to improve our position east of Amiens as soon as possible. The attack must therefore be launched as prepared even if a few American detachments cannot be got out before zero hour.’ The ‘green light’ had been given and Americans would take part. The whole episode had put unnecessary pressure on Monash  and his command at a critical juncture. It also left a sour taste in Rawlinson’s mouth: ‘If Pershing goes on like this we will never win the war.’15


The Hamel sector itself was held by elements of two German divisions. Covering the area from the Bray-Corbie road south to and including Hamel was the 43rd Reserve Division, which completed its relief of the 77th Reserve Division only on the night before the attack. Its 202nd Regiment was in the line, with one battalion forward, one in support, and the third resting. The Division itself had taken part in the Lys offensive in April and suffered heavy casualties. It had recently completed a period of recuperation. To its south was the 13th Division, considered first class by British intelligence. True it had 40 per cent casualties during the March offensive, but had been quickly brought up to strength again and served for a short time on the River Avre before being rested. All three of its regiments were in the line, with their battalions deployed in the same way as the 43rd Reserve Division. The defences in the sector varied in quality. Hamel itself and Hamel and Vaire Woods to its south were well fortified and there were also a number of other strongpoints. The actual trenches existed almost only in name. They were shallow and broken, with many of the defenders in the front line occupying mere shell holes. There were no proper dug-outs and no communication trenches. Such were the Australian security measures that an attack was not expected. As for the overall look of the battlefield it was open grassland, mixed with crops which had grown to waist high.

At 6 p.m. on 3 July the assaulting battalions were informed that Zero Hour would be at 3.10 a.m. Most had moved into the trenches during the previous night, with the remainder going in during the coming hours of darkness. The 60 fighting tanks were made up of three companies from the 8th Tank Battalion and two from the 3rd Tank Battalion. In addition there were 12 supply tanks. These were to carry ammunition and defence stores to deliver to the infantry once they had reached their objectives. The tanks had lain up during the day in the Fouilloy and Hamelet areas, 2 and 1 miles respectively behind the front line. At 10.30 p.m. they began to move forward, with  aircraft drowning the noise of their engines, and arrived at their start line, 1,000 yards behind the front line, by 1 a.m. In addition, No. 101 Squadron, with its FE2bs, attacked woods east of Villers Bretonneux with bombs throughout the night. To get the tanks forward to their attack positions ahead of the infantry, harassing fire was put down, beginning eight minutes before Zero Hour. The rolling barrage itself began promptly at Zero Hour, with that of the 18 pdrs, one to every 25 yards of front, initially falling 200 yards in front of the start line. Two hundred yards beyond this was the 4.5-inch barrage and 200 yards beyond that of the 6-inch howitzers. After four minutes the three barrages began to creep forward by 100 yards every three minutes. By this time the tanks were up and ahead of the infantry and advancing right up close to the barrage. This contained an element of smoke and some shrapnel. A noticeable ground mist also made observation difficult for the Germans.

Some of the guns were found to be firing short and both the 15th and 43rd Battalions suffered casualties. A tank was also knocked out. But otherwise the barrage was most impressive. Capt Carroll M. Gale, whose Company C of the US 131st Infantry was with the 43rd Battalion:


 



... the falling shells of the 18-pounders, exploding as they hit the ground, formed an almost straight line from the north edge of the action at the Somme to as far south as we could see . . . [the barrage] was laid down so perfectly that we were able to approach it at about seventy-five yards, as ordered, without receiving any casualties from it.16




 



There was, too, hardly any return artillery fire from the Germans, an indication that the counter-battery work by the heavies was effective. The infantry moved forward, with the Germans in front of them firing many red and green distress flares. The inexperienced Americans with the 43rd Battalion actually dashed into the barrage itself and had to be hauled back. One German position had been identified as a strongpoint. This was Pear Trench, which lay to the north of  Vaire Wood. The 15th Battalion, which had already suffered from shells falling short, found itself up against this obstacle. Unfortunately, the tanks which were supporting the battalion had temporarily lost their way in the murk and were not immediately available to deal with the problem. Undaunted, the infantry pushed forward, Lewis gunners firing from the hip through the tall crops to suppress the German machine guns, which were then rushed. Other sub-units managed to get round the flanks of the position and in this way the Germans holding it were forced to surrender. Vaire and Hamel Woods were also expected to give trouble. Their capture was to be the task of the 16th Battalion which was suffering from the fact that its two companies of attached Americans had been withdrawn the previous evening. Its supporting tanks were available and took advantage of the rides through the woods to help suppress the opposition. The comparatively slow advance of the rolling barrage was also of considerable help. The two flanking brigades experienced few problems and, indeed, the tanks got ahead of the infantry and advanced close to the barrage. In this way they were able to destroy machine-gun nests, either by fire or literally running over them, or forcing the crews to take cover and be dealt with by the following infantry.

The final place from which stiff resistance was expected was the village of Hamel. The 43rd Battalion was to be responsible for its capture, with the 44th Battalion, which would operate in two parts, attacking on either side of the village so as to double envelop it. Since this sector represented the deepest advance, half of the available tanks were allocated to it. Opposition was much less than expected and the attack went almost like clockwork. The Germans had been taken totally unawares. The 202nd Reserve Regiment admitted this and that its 3rd Battalion, which was in the line at the time, was annihilated.17 It was notable that many of its men were wearing gasmasks, fearing that the smoke shells being used in the barrage might contain gas. Many also were found sheltering in deep dug-outs and Cpl Schulte of the 43rd Battalion captured the complete headquarters of the German 3rd Battalion in this way. The attacks on the flanks had also  gone according to plan. It had been envisaged that the operation would last 90 minutes; it actually took 93 minutes to secure the final objectives.

In the skies above No. 3 Squadron AFC bore the brunt. Its aircraft flew a total of 79 hours during the day. They assisted in the neutralization of no less than 41 German batteries, dropped over 130 bombs and took 108 photographs at a cost of just one plane lost. The DH4s of No. 205 Squadron carried out a number of bombing raids during the day, mainly against bivouac areas, billets and dumps, and two planes from No. 8 Squadron co-operated with the tanks, noting their positions and identifying those that had been disabled.5 The fighter squadrons not only ensured air superiority, but also carried out low flying attacks on the ground. Finally, No. 9 Squadron carried out ammunition dropping with its twelve RE8s. Each aircraft carried two ammunition boxes, which were clipped to the parachutes, which were in containers fitted to modified bomb racks, the normal bomb release gear being used. Each aircraft made four trips from the Squadron’s base at Poulainville, some 16 miles from Hamel. They dropped a total of 93 boxes on spots indicated on the ground by N- and V-SHAPED panels at a cost of two aircraft lost. The dropping was not especially accurate, although one box did land within ten feet of one of the 6th Machine Gun Company’s positions. Even so, this method of resupply was found to be useful.6 Between 9 and 11 a.m., however, the presence of British aircraft was sharply reduced. The Germans took advantage of this and their planes were soon machine-gunning the Australians in their newly captured positions. When the RAF returned in strength the Germans were driven off.

The tanks had begun to withdraw to their rallying points some 5 miles to the rear at 5.30 a.m. Only five had been disabled - they were all recovered during the next two days - and the casualties were just thirteen crewmen wounded. The Mark V had certainly proved itself to have an infinitely better performance than its predecessors, especially in terms of manoeuvrability. It certainly dispelled the deep suspicion that the Australians had had of them. As the 6th Australian Brigade report on the operation expressed it: ‘In this action the tanks showed their value and, having seen them in action, the infantry have a very high opinion of their work, and confidence in the protection they afford during an attack.’18 One particularly useful innovation was the installation of a bell inside the tank which was connected to an external bell pull, which the infantry could use to attract the tank commander’s attention. This meant that co-operation between the two arms was much closer than hitherto. The supply tanks also impressed, especially since they represented a significant saving in manpower in terms of carrying parties.

With the tanks now withdrawn the infantry still faced the prospect of a German counter-attack, something which past experience indicated was likely to be sooner rather than later. News of the capture of Hamel did not reach the headquarters of the 202nd Reserve Regiment until 5.45 a.m. Its 1st Battalion was ordered to move up at 7 a.m. and the 1st Battalion of the 201st Reserve Regiment, north of the Somme, was also ordered to deploy. The move of both battalions was severely hampered by low flying aircraft and they were not in position until 10.45 a.m. The 43rd Reserve Division learned at 8.20 a.m. that Hamel was in Australian hands and ordered its artillery to lay down ‘annihilating fire’ on it while the 1/202nd Battalion recaptured Wolfsburg, a hill lying just to the east of the village. Once again low flying aircraft proved a major hindrance and not until evening was the attack mounted. The Germans claimed to have cleared most of the hill, albeit after heavy fighting, and to have taken twenty-six Australians prisoner and captured three machine guns. This was true in that they succeeded in occupying some 200 yards of trench held by the 44th Battalion. However, a counter-attack led by bombers drove them out in the early hours of the morning. As for the 13th German Division to the south, news of the Australian penetration of  its sector began to be received from 5.20 a.m. onwards. The three resting battalions of the division were alerted and its superior corps headquarters ordered four batteries to be deployed south of Morcourt, together with two battalions of the 448th Infantry Regiment, which was part of the 233rd Division. Otherwise, it would seem that the 13th Division did little, pinning its hopes on its northern neighbour recapturing the Wolfsburg. The initial shock of the Australian attack had been so great that the German efforts to counter-attack had been little more than a whimper.19


As for the tangible results of the attack, the Australians captured just under 1,900 Germans and killed or wounded approximately a further 2,000. Their booty included 2 field guns, 26 trench mortars, 171 machine guns and 2 anti-tank rifles. The last named was a new discovery. Manufactured by Mauser it fired a 13mm armour piercing round, but had a very fierce recoil which made the weapon rather inaccurate. The Australians suffered 775 killed and wounded and the Americans 134. Two Victoria Crosses were subsequently awarded to Australians and a Congressional Medal of Honor to an American.7  Rawlinson called it ‘a good day’. The Supreme War Council was meeting at Versailles at the time and the proceedings were stormy. Lloyd George, always the Easterner, wanted to remove troops from France for an offensive in Palestine. Clemenceau and Foch were vehemently opposed to this, although the former had sanctioned an Allied offensive in Salonika. Matters were smoothed by attendance at a parade of French and American troops in the Place d’Jéna on the morning of 4 July. Maurice Hankey, Secretary to the British War Cabinet, thought the Americans ‘as fine a set of ruffians as you would wish to see fighting for you’ and compared their freshness and enthusiasm with the ‘war-worn but determined French’.20 That afternoon the Council had a further session, at which the Australian, Canadian and Newfoundland and New Zealand prime ministers were present for the first time. News of the success at Hamel came through and the latter three asked Billy Hughes if he would pass their congratulations to Monash. Clemenceau began to draft his own message, but then changed his mind and declared that he would congratulate the Australians in person. Accordingly, the following Sunday, 7 July he visited the headquarters of the 4th Australian Division and spoke to a large group in English. He praised their performance and expressed France’s gratitude for the contribution they were making to the war. He ended:


 



I have come here just for the very purpose of seeing the Australians. I am going back tomorrow to see my countrymen and tell them: ‘I have seen the Australians. I have looked into their eyes. I know that these men who have fought great battles beside us in the cause of freedom will fight alongside us again until the cause of freedom for which we are battling is safe for us and our children.’21




 



The opportunity to take part in such a battle would not be long in coming.




CHAPTER TWO

PLANNING

On the day after the capture of Hamel, Haig held a conference of his army commanders. Before it opened he saw Rawlinson alone. The latter was very keen to capitalize on his success and wanted to launch another attack south of the Somme. Haig, however, was not keen ‘because it would result (if successful) in extending our line, and also because my present reserves were so small!’ Even so, he told Rawlinson to consider the matter further and come up with a plan in the eventuality that the troops could be made available. Haig also spoke to the First Army commander, General Horne, about putting the Canadian Corps back in the line. Subsequently he got Horne and Byng, commanding the Third Army, together and proposed to them that the Canadians, together with ‘three or four more divisions with tanks’ should be used to recapture a feature to the west of Monchy le Preux near Arras.1 Canadian insistence that their troops should not be used piecemeal was clearly beginning to frustrate Haig and since, compared to many other divisions, they were comparatively fresh he was keen to take advantage of this.

On 11 July Foch and his chief of staff Maxime Weygand met Haig’s chief of staff Herbert Lawrence, Haig himself having gone on leave to England on the 6th. The Generalissimo stated that he was expecting another German attack, this time in the Chateau Thierry-Argonne region, and asked for two British divisions to be deployed as a reserve astride the Anglo-French boundary. Foch also hoped to go over to the attack once this assault had been held and requested that Haig consider an offensive operation.2 He confirmed this in writing through a letter to Haig the following day, but on  the 13th demanded a corps headquarters and a further four divisions. Lawrence had duly arranged for 12th and 18th Divisions to be deployed south of the Somme. However, on his return to France Haig expressed his concern that his reserve was being severely reduced and at a time when the Germans were still posing a major threat to the BEF in Flanders.

Foch’s belief that the Germans were about to strike again was totally correct, as was Haig’s continuing concern over the northern part of his sector. After the failure of their assault on the Matz in June von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had briefly considered going over to the defensive in the West, but various factors dissuaded them. Morale on the home front had been raised by the recent victories, but such was its fragility that it was likely to decline rapidly if the military initiative was lost. The failure of the Austrian offensive on the River Piave in Italy and Turkey’s ever weaker position meant that any decision in Germany’s favour could only come in the West. The German High Command was also ever more conscious of the steady American build-up in France. Thus it saw an early resumption of the offensive as the only option. Von Hindenburg and Ludendorff agreed that the best chance of creating a situation whereby the Allies would be forced to negotiate remained a successful attack against the BEF in Flanders, with the same aims as in April - cutting the British off from their cross-Channel supply lines and enabling long range guns to bombard south-east England. They believed that they had been foiled then by the arrival of French reserves, as had also been the case with the March offensive. Consequently, an essential preliminary would again be to attack the French first so as to tie them down to the extent that they would be unable to help their ally. As to where the attack should take place, they decided that it should be on either side of Rheims. Not only would this be certain to draw in the French reserves, but it would also improve the existing limited supply routes into the large salient that the Germans had created west of Rheims during their May and June offensives. The plan was to attack on both sides of the city so as to double envelop it  and reach the line Epernay-Châlons-sur-Marne. The attack would take place on 15 July.
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Map 6 Amiens - progress of the battle
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Map 1 Hamel, 4 July 1918
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