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            This book is dedicated to the memory of Professor and Brigadier Richard Holmes, CBE; gentleman, scholar and soldier; first Patron of the International Guild of Battlefield Guides.

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         
            ‘World War I was the most colossal, murderous, mismanaged butchery that has ever taken place on earth. Any writer who said otherwise lied. So the writers either wrote propaganda, shut up, or fought.’

            Ernest Hemingway

         

         THE Battle of le Hamel on 4 July 1918 was a dramatic turning point in the First World War. It may have been a very small battle in terms of overall numbers but its legacy resonates to this day. From this limited experimental offensive by British, Australian and American troops has come the whole modern war-fighting concept of combining all arms in the attack; infantry, artillery; airpower; tanks; deception and, above all, surprise. To say Hamel was the ‘first Blitzkrieg’ is to overstate the case: but only just. Hamel’s success and its subsequent impact paved the way for all future Blitzkriegs. Hamel showed how the muddy stalemate of trench warfare could be broken, with devastating results.

         Hamel had other consequences too. Its crushing defeat demonstrated the growing weakness of the German Army after Ludendorff’s failed mass onslaught of spring 1918; it showed the Australian Corps at its ferocious fighting best; and it was one of the first bloodings of the newly-arrived American Expeditionary Force in France. The lessons of Hamel unleashed a military phenomenon, ‘Blitzkrieg,’ or ‘Lightning War,’ that still casts a long shadow: from France’s humiliating defeat in 1940 to Zhukov’s devastating onslaught into Japanese Manchuria in July 1945; and from Israel’s ruthless destruction of Egypt in 1967 to Norman Schwarzkopf’s text-book annihilation of Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi Army in 1991 – all were based on the principles tried and tested at the little village of le Hamel, outside the northern French city of Amiens in mid-summer 1918.

         This tiny test tube of a battle paved the way for Allied victory and the final defeat of Kaiser Wilhelm’s Second Reich in the war they had begun four years earlier. It also gave a blueprint for modern warfare. It is therefore a matter of curiosity that Hamel has been widely ignored in histories of the First World War, even by such highly regarded military historians as Hew Strachan and the late Sir John Keegan. This book serves to correct that omission.

         Because, small scale or not, Hamel stands as one of the defining battles of the Western World. It deserves to be remembered, if only for the fact that it started the chain of events that ended the First World War.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            Background to WWI

         

         
            ‘It would seem that events in the earlier part of the war made greater impression than later adventures…’

            British Official History, 1918

         

         WE ALL tend to think about the First World War through the distorting prism of its first two years, 1914 to 1916. The Great War on the Western Front has become synonymous with futility, mud, blood and senseless slaughter. Even the memory of Gallipoli is that of military incompetence, pointless casualties, death and misery. 
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         This is a very narrow take on the true history of the ‘Great European Civil War’ that changed the world forever. The final two years, 1917 and 1918,  reveal a much more dynamic war and a conflict that was very different to the first static years of Ypres, Notre Dame de Lorette, the Champagne, Loos, Verdun and the Somme, let again the pointless stalemate of Gallipoli. After 1916 everything changes. By the end of 1916 all the original strategic options – for both sides – had been exhausted and shown up as impossible goals. Germany was never going to be able to negotiate an end to the fighting and a favourable peace treaty; the Entente Allies were now grimly determined on a fight to the finish and drive the invading Germans back out of France and Belgium.

         So it was that 1917 began as the year of hope and the year that would bring victory. Germany was intent on strangling Britain’s maritime supply line by unrestricted submarine warfare, which effectively meant sinking merchant ships on sight and without warning in UK waters. Berlin was even prepared to risk America joining the war in order to bring its principal enemy to its knees as quickly as possible.

         France, under its new Commander in Chief, General Robert Nivelle, believed it had found the way to a major breakthrough in the west on the Chemin des Dames in the Champagne, boastfully claiming after his 1916 victories at the forts of Verdun, ‘We have the method.’ Britain was planning major new offensives at Arras, Messines and increasing its blockade of the Kaiser’s Reich to starve Germany out. Italy was planning yet another series of attacks across the River Isonzo to drive the Austrians out of their stronghold in the mountains in the north. Russia was beginning to realise that unless the Czar’s armies could win a major victory in the east, then a revolution was on the cards. For all sides, 1917 promised to be a decisive year.

         It was: but not as the planners hoped.

         By the fourth Christmas of the war the Great War was going badly – for everyone. The failure of the much vaunted French spring offensive on the Champagne had led to strikes, mutinies and a widespread collapse of French soldiers’ morale. Red revolution was in the air. From May onwards the Poilus (literally translated as ‘the hairy ones’) of the French Army, sick of pointless attacks, was effectively working to rule and would remain firmly in the military convalescent ward for at least another year. The arrival of America into the war in April was welcome news to a Britain within six weeks of running out of food, thanks to the depredations of the German U Boats. But real relief on the ground was still far away. America could not field an army in France before 1918.

         Despite the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) summer’s success at Messines, PM Lloyd George and the politicians had dithered for nearly two months before allowing Haig to launch his long-cherished offensive against Ypres and strike north to try and cut off the German submarine bases on the Belgian north-east coast. The delay proved fatal; by November ‘3rd Ypres’ had deteriorated into the mud and bloodletting of Passchendaele, with its catastrophic losses of British manpower. Historian AJP Taylor called it, ‘the blindest slaughter of a blind war,’ a view shared by subsequent historians. Those who were actually present confirm this. In early 1918 Private R.A. Colwell, wrote of Passchendaele:

         
            ‘There was not a sign of life of any sort. Not a tree, save for a few dead stumps which looked strange in the moonlight. Not a bird, not even a rat or a blade of grass. Nature was as dead as those Canadians whose bodies remained where they had fallen the previous autumn. Death was written large everywhere.’

         

         But the slaughter at Passchendaele cut both ways. The blood-letting was matched by the German High Command’s dismay at the way the long muddy battle had bled the Kaiser’s army dry as well, as the German Official History makes clear:

         
            ‘The [British] offensive had protected the French against fresh German attacks, and thereby procured them time to re-consolidate their badly shattered troops. It compelled OHL to exercise the strongest control over and limit the engagement of forces in other theatres of war; two divisions on their way from the east to Italy [Caporetto] had to be diverted from Italy to Flanders. But above all the battle had led to an excessive expenditure of German forces. The casualties were so great that they could no longer be covered, and the already reduced battle strength of battalions sank significantly lower.’

         

         Although the casualty figures have long been the subject of hot debate, Professor Richard Holmes’ calculation that both sides suffered 260,000 casualties is now accepted as the best estimate. As a horrified German High Command counted the cost of Haig’s stubborn offensive, it proved that, if nothing else, ‘Passchendaele’ had demonstrated attrition’s inexorable, if logical, impact for all sides.

         Even the success of Haig’s large-scale tank raid at Cambrai in December, which had caused church bells to be rung in Britain, had been stopped by a determined German counter-attack amid scenes of panic in the BEF. Horace Walpole’s stinging eighteenth-century judgement best sums up the disappointment of Cambrai: ‘They are ringing their bells to-day; very soon they will be wringing their hands.’

         Elsewhere, the news from Britain’s Allies as 1917 drew to its gloomy close was everywhere of failure. In Italy a massive German-Austrian autumn breakthrough at Caporetto had routed the Italians and was only halted by the attackers’ overextended logistic and supply lines, and rivers in flood. Further north Czarist Russia had collapsed politically and militarily and, after their successful coup, Lenin’s Bolsheviks were busy preparing to construct their Marxist Paradise and begging Berlin for a peace deal at any price. Ominously, Russia’s final collapse and capitulation at Brest-Litovsk now meant that eighty divisions could be transferred from the Eastern Front to Germany’s army in the west.

         The only ray of hope for the Entente Allies was Allenby’s capture of far off Jerusalem in December, amid growing signs of weakness in the Ottoman Turkish Army. 1917 – the year of hope – had turned out to be a bed of ashes, despair and desperation. All sides were beginning to realise that the war could not continue like this. Time – never mind manpower – was fast running out. War-weary and exhausted, the combattants faced up to what they were beginning to realise would really be the year of decision – 1918.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            The Shock of 1918

         

         
            ‘Trench fighting is the bloodiest, wildest, most brutal of all … Of all the war’s exciting moments none is so powerful as the meeting of two storm troop leaders between narrow trench walls. There’s no mercy there, no going back, the blood speaks from a shrill cry of recognition that tears itself from one’s breast like a nightmare.’

            Ernst Jünger, The Storm of Steel

         

         BY the start of 1918 it was obvious to all sides that the deadlock of the war on the Western Front not only had to be broken, but it could be broken. New technology, new tactics but, above all, the realisation that time was running out, forced both sides to attempt a final solution to the long siege that was the trench-line from Switzerland to the Channel.

         Despite World War I’s reputation as a senseless bloodbath whose military operations were devoid of any intelligent thought, the period 1914-1918 was one of history’s largest single revolutions in military tactics and technologies. By early 1918 both the Allies and the Germans believed they had discovered a solution to break free of the constricting stranglehold of the trenches: the Germans by new tactics; the Allies by new technology.

         As early as July 1917 the Germans were experimenting with short bombardments and infiltration by special shock troops called Stosstruppen or Stormtroops. At Cerny on 31 July 1917 German infantry arrived at the French position before the defenders even had time to leave their dugouts, following a brief five-minute barrage of high explosive and gas shells designed to cow and neutralise the enemy rather than destroy him.

         However, both sides were in total agreement on one thing: artillery was the key. The gunners now were the undisputed masters of the battlefield. In a later war Stalin would hail artillery as, ‘The God of War’. By 1918, if any single weapon defined the nature of the war of the trenches, it was the artillery’s guns and their deadly shells.

         Once again the old truism that ‘war is the mother of invention’ had been proved on the battlefield. The industrial revolution of the 1800s brought a flood of new technology and weapons, but especially in the artillery. The writing was on the wall as early as the Crimea. The siege of the Russian naval base at Sevastopol in 1854-55 was really a long artillery duel where the defender’s network of rifle pits and trenches gave a warning of the problems to come in trying to overwhelm a stout, well-entrenched Russian defence.

         This lesson was rammed home by the experiences of the American Civil War, the Russo-Japanese war and the Balkan wars of 1912-1913. All pointed to an ominous development for the attacker: fortified defensive positions were increasingly hard to take and, even when they were over-run, the cost to the attacker was prohibitively high.

         The experiences of the early months of the First World War finally confirmed the point. As ever, the demands of war had accelerated technological change. A weapon that managed to inflict only 2.5 per cent of casualties in the 1877–78 Russo-Turkish War had, by 1915, become machines for mass slaughter in the trenches, thanks to improved propellant, one-piece ammunition, a reliable sealed-breech system and, most important of all, a gun that did not recoil and move every time it was fired.

         The result was that by 1917 artillery had become the principal killing tool of the new warfare. It was the artillery and its lethal shells that caused the British Expeditionary Force 58 per cent of its deaths between 1914 and 1918.

         This terrifying destructive power of shellfire artillery was feared by everyone. Not for nothing did experienced German infantryman Ernst Junger call his memoirs, The Storm of Steel. Because not only did the artillery kill on an industrial scale, it also became also the greatest inducer of fear. Shellfire terrified everybody. Its steel flail of violence in a barrage, or just the sheer chance of the odd shell, reduced strong men to nervous wrecks. Infantry officer Guy Chapman wrote: ‘I could never stand shell fire. I got into a thoroughly neurotic state…’ A German contemporary, Stephan Westmann, agreed: ‘The drum fire never ceased… men became hysterical… even the rats panicked and sought refuge from the British artillery.’

         This was reflected in the organisation and tactics of the Western Front. By 1917-18 the BEF’s artillery and heavy trench mortar detachments had become the most important fighting arm; the Royal Artillery expanded to twenty-five per cent of the British Army. The Royal Artillery’s manpower was, astonishingly, bigger than the whole of the Royal Navy.

         It was therefore to the striking power of the artillery that the Germans turned their attention as the key to unlocking the deadlock of the trenches. 
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               Germany’s master gunner – Artillery Colonel Bruchmüller

            

         

         Oberste Heeresleitung (Supreme Army Command or OHL) had been experimenting with new artillery methods since a retired Lieutenant-Colonel on temporary recall, a reservist gunner officer called Georg Bruchmüller, organised and commanded the artillery for the surprise German counter-attack against the Russian Army on the Eastern Front at Lake Naroch in present day Belarus in March 1916. Bruchmüller centralised all his commanding general’s guns to preface a short, intense creeping barrage to lead the infantry attack. The shocked Russians fled and Bruchmüller was awarded the Pour le Mérite, Germany’s highest military award, as well as the admiring nickname Durchbruchmüller (a combination of the German word Durchbruch –‘breakthrough’ – with his name.) The German general, Ludendorff cited him as an example of ‘the decisive influence of personality on the course of events in war.’ Thanks to Bruchmüller the German Army had discovered a way of breaking the mould of static warfare.

         As surprise was essential for creating maximum disruption, Bruchmüller’s method was to plan for sudden short sharp barrages without the traditional registration and lengthy bombardments. Instead he relied on calculating the mathematics and variables of gun position, muzzle velocities, air temperature, and wind velocity. This enabled German gunners to fire fairly accurately at targets blind from the map without registration and conceal any attack preparations. This made possible coordinated, centrally-controlled firing plans for intense bombardments on different targets. Bruchmüller emphasised his fire missions to a carefully constructed timetable. His method was to work through the enemy positions back to front, switching rapidly from target to target, front and rear and then back again. This required strict control of every gun, and a fire plan as detailed as any orchestral score, in order to confuse and cause maximum disruption of the defenders. His initial targets were headquarters in depth, phone links, command posts, and key crossroads to disrupt command and control. Only then did he shift target to enemy batteries and infantry positions. The fire was sudden, concentrated and made extensive use of gas, particularly in rear areas. In the second stage more guns engaged the enemy batteries. Finally, all the guns were unmasked and used for fire for effect on all targets, with heavy pieces engaging deep targets to cut off reinforcements. Only then did the infantry advance to follow a precisely organised creeping barrage. The process was called the Feuerwalze, or fire waltz.

         Bruchmüller successfully trialled his methods on a bigger scale on the Eastern Front in September 1917 at the Latvian capital, Riga. In one of the most complex—and meticulously planned—operations of World War I, Hutier’s Eighth Army was totally victorious. After a sudden three-hour artillery bombardment, the Germans launched a surprise assault. Over a thousand German guns quickly suppressed the Russian artillery, allowing nine German divisions to cross the River Dvina and over-run shocked and dazed defensive Russian trench lines. The Russian commander of the 12th Army ordered a counterattack but ran into a new German onslaught using artillery, ground-attack aircraft, flame-throwers and gas attacks. The Russians were defeated and forced to retreat. Bruchmüller’s methods were totally vindicated.
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