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PREFACE


THE DOMART BRIDGE


Corporal Harry Brice of the Canadian Engineers lay flat on the Domart Bridge as machine-gun bullets whined inches above him in the darkness. Evidently the German sentry had traversed the gun slightly, for the bullets began sparking off the brick parapets on each side of him. Brice had had a premonition and feared these screaming ricochets more than the regular bursts that droned above him. It was midnight, Saturday, August 3, 1918, and Harry Brice felt very far from his beloved Saskatchewan. The Domart Bridge he hugged crossed the marshy River Luce a few miles east of Amiens on the Western Front.


A lot had happened since Brice and his comrades were withdrawn from the Canadian line near Arras two days ago. The seven-man squad had been specially trained “to be used anywhere for anything.” Every man could handle a variety of German weapons or dismantle a booby trap, and they even carried their own Lewis machine gun with them. Nevertheless, when they had been ordered to remove all badges and identification and sent off to a railway station in rear of the line they had all been taken by surprise.


At the station they had watched a troop train pull out with a Canadian infantry battalion heading north – “to Ypres” – that was the scuttlebutt now spreading like wildfire through the Canadian Corps. Consequently, the seven sappers had felt somewhat nonplussed when they were given a special code number and quietly bundled onto a train heading south – away from Ypres. Just as mysteriously they had next been taken from the train to Fourth Army Headquarters where their own officers materialized and handed Brice a packet of sealed orders. Those orders were the reason why Corporal Harry Brice and two sappers now lay on the Domart Bridge in no man’s land a few inches beneath a stream of German machine-gun bullets.


The gun ceased firing. It was obviously fixed there for night firing and some sentry had been ordered to loose off the occasional burst while patrolling his beat, so things should be quiet for the next few minutes. Brice and his men set to work with picks digging a shallow trench across the old brick bridge. They were looking for the detonator wire for a series of charges secreted someplace on the bridge. The picks sent occasional sparks flying – and worse – shattered the silence of the night. Brice stopped the work and sent one of the men back to the swamp that surrounded the bridge. Soon the man returned with a pail full of thick, sloppy mud. This they spread over their working surface. Now the sounds were muffled, and no longer did the tell-tale sparks dart out with each blow. The backbreaking work continued through the early morning hours under intermittent machine-gun fire. At three o’clock when the dispatch rider appeared at their “bivvy” back in a cellar in Domart, Brice was able to give him his first written report to take back – the first charge had been located and removed.


Stealthily, as light began to streak the eastern sky, Corporal Brice returned alone to his hideout under the mysterious bridge. Sheltered by four-foot bulrushes, he had to lie on his back in the mud studying its structure. As darkness gave way to a pale, watery daylight, Brice scanned the floor and underpinnings from one end to another. Except for a spot on the northern side where five bricks were missing, the whole looked secure. Snipers were active in the area so his return journey had to be made along a two-foot wide path the sappers had cleared through the bulrushes.


Brice’s squad had discovered the name of their village only by accident, but where Domart was they didn’t know. The charge they had discovered was French, suggesting that this bridge was in the French portion of the front. Therefore they must be well south of Arras. But the outpost they had relieved had been held by Australians – which only deepened the mystery. Why were they here, all alone in the middle of no man’s land?


The sealed orders gave Brice’s squad four tasks: (1) remove three charges on the bridge – no mention was made of the type of charges to look for, let alone their locations; (2) examine the bridge for structural defects; (3) find a suitable place to conceal the building material that would be sent up to reinforce the bridge; and (4) submit a report at 03:00 every morning by means of a dispatch rider who would be sent for that purpose.


Reading between the lines of their sealed orders, Harry Brice reasoned that the Allies planned to use this bridge to cross the Luce, marshy and almost thirty feet wide at this point. Trucks or artillery would need a bridge to cross the river, and the Domart Bridge was ideal – sturdy and wide. The problem was that the Germans had ranged in on the vital crossing, and if one of their shells set off even one of the French charges the bridge would be destroyed. For that reason this special squad had been given the job of secretly removing the charges – at least that’s how Brice had reasoned it.


On succeeding nights their work progressed. Sunday night the large stack of thirty-foot iron rails and hardwood planks arrived for members of the squad to hide. This material, regularly employed by the Canadian Corps to make their famous “corduroy roads,” was soon hidden in a swampy area covered with long marsh grass. Over each pile they laid camouflage nets – chicken-wire woven with strips of coloured cloth.


The same night Brice and two sappers located and removed the second charge. On Monday night they ran into much heavier machine-gun fire on the bridge. Some new sentry on the German side was firing the gun at irregular intervals. Although there were no serious casualties, Harry was hit on the shoulder by a ricochet. His premonition had come true. He was lucky, and crawled back from the bridge with only a painful bruise, but the squad had failed to find the third charge. On the following night, despite his wound and the sentry across the river, Brice and his men discovered and removed the third charge. Their task was completed!


Consequently, on Wednesday night Corporal Brice and his squad stood-to as a Lewis-gun crew guarding their precious bridge. They were just about out of supplies and realized that their long isolation was soon to end. “It’s going to happen one of these mornings,” Harry assured his men. “There’s going to be a big breakthrough here. You can tell by what’s going on. You’ve seen all the stuff hidden there – all those ammunition stores and those guns camouflaged.”


Now shortly before dawn on Thursday, the sappers noted an unusual sound that penetrated the white fog blanketing the low-lying areas. “We heard one of our aeroplanes going backwards and forwards as if he was lost,” Brice recalled years later. “Something’s going on here boys, something’s – Listen!” As the droning of the plane receded northward another more ominous sound could be detected. It came from close behind them on the Amiens-Roye Road – the muffled roar of engines slowly turning over mingled with a subdued clanking. Brice was sure he knew what it meant, but he jumped to his feet and followed the parapet of the road back through the dense fog that shrouded everything. In a few moments he could distinguish a threatening silhouette – a tank. Behind it in the fog an endless file of the monsters disappeared in the mist. It was moments before dawn on the eighth of August, 1918 – the Dawn of Victory.




PART I


THE MAIN OFFENSIVE CAMPAIGN




“The 1st July 19191 should be taken as the date by which all preparations are to be completed for the opening of the main offensive campaign.”


Chief of the Imperial General Staff,


Sir Henry Wilson, 25 July, 1918


“Military Policy 1918-19”


(Memorandum issued by the Imperial General Staff)2
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From Col. G.W.L. Nicholson, Canadian Expeditionary Force 1914-1919.




CHAPTER ONE


THE PLAN




“The main thing is to always have a plan; if it is not the best plan, it is, at least better than no plan at all.”


Lieutenant-General John Monash


commanding the Australian Corps3





Would the dawn of victory never come? By 1918, four hideous years of darkness had brought neither side the longed-for success. Casualties on both sides had mounted astronomically while the horrors of war seemed to multiply with every new development. The tide had appeared to turn on several occasions when one side or the other had achieved a victory that its press had immediately trumpeted as “decisive.” Yet nothing seemed to come of these successes; each had become merely an ebb or a flow in the tides of war.


The latest example was a series of tactically brilliant German offensives that ultimately failed to produce any strategic result. On the morning of March 21 the Germans achieved an absolutely stunning surprise against the unsuspecting British Third and Fifth armies with a stupendous bombardment that wiped out entire battalions within moments. German “storm troopers” then advanced into the stricken sectors, not in the usual waves, but in small parties using infiltration tactics. Aided as they were by the incredible good luck of a dense fog, these new tactics of penetration achieved results beyond the wildest dreams of their devisors. Second-line battalions were overrun before they even knew the attack had commenced.


The front crumbled like plaster; each probe loosened a little more for its neighbours; soon the Germans achieved the cherished aim of so many attacks of the war – they reached the gunline. On March 21 the British Fifth Army lost 383 guns; by midnight on the 22nd the Third Army had lost 150. The British line was breached; the Germans poured through. It was no longer a question of assault; it was pursuit.4


Nevertheless, the final results were disappointing. The toughness of the surviving British troops proved astonishing as they continued to resist in the most hopeless circumstances, while the poorly fed German infantry, entering a land of plenty, succumbed to the temptation of looting and failed to pursue effectively. Indeed, there was no real provision for pursuit on the part of the German High Command. They possessed no tank force worthy of the name, and had no cavalry ready to exploit their breakthrough.


Between March and July, four similar hammer-blows drove other portions of the Allied line back many miles but with equally barren strategic results. The offensives produced stalemate rather than checkmate.


As July and the fourth anniversary of the war loomed closer, the Allies too found themselves in serious difficulties. Morale had slipped at home. Certainly, if less dynamic leaders than Clemenceau and Lloyd George had been in charge, it was quite possible that neither France nor Britain would have found the strength to go on. For many citizens the problem had become whether it would be possible to hang on long enough for the United States to save the situation. The “Yanks” could not reach their peak before the summer of 1920, so the end seemed terribly far off. The most recent evaluation by the new Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, projected July 1, 1919 as the date when preparations for the “main offensive campaign” should be completed. Only by this date did he anticipate that a great enough numerical superiority would be assembled to ensure success. Wilson considered himself an optimist, for he advised, “it would be unwise to defer the attempt to gain a decisive victory until 1920.”5


The stunning German successes had forced the Allies to at last name a supreme commander to co-ordinate not only their actions but their dwindling reserves. This suggestion had come from Sir Douglas Haig, the Commander-in-Chief of all British Empire troops on the Western Front. His nominee was Ferdinand Foch, a French general with an unconquerable will to win. Foch had often proven to be impractical and unrealistic despite the stirring orders he issued, and he often talked in vague parables rather than coming to grips with troublesome facts. Nevertheless, his spirit and optimism were what was needed in those grim days. A veteran of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, Foch was best known for having been a Professor of Strategy at the Écôle de Guerre before the war. Here his emphasis on élan over material had imprinted itself upon an entire generation. After the war had broken out in 1914 – as Foch had predicted it would – he rose through the ranks to become Generalissimo on March 26, 1918, owing responsibility directly to both the French and the British governments, and eventually to the United States government. His direct subordinates were General Henri Pétain, Commander-in-Chief of the French Army, General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing of the American Expeditionary Force, and Haig, commanding the British forces.


Sir Douglas Haig was of an entirely different mould. This Scots cavalryman was almost colourless and seemed devoid of emotion. He had first seen action in Kitchener’s Nile Expedition and later won praise for his many roles during the Boer War. Despite rising rapidly through the ranks, he was not highly respected by his peers. Brigadier-General Sir James Edmonds, the British Official Historian, later said of Haig, “He really was above the – or rather, below the average in stupidity.”286 Haig’s famous comment in a minute to the War Council on April 14, 1915, gives insight into his mind-set: “The machine-gun is a much over-rated weapon, and two per battalion is more than sufficient.” Enormous casualties had been the chief product of Haig’s tenure as Commander-in-Chief. Tragic disasters such as The Somme and Passchendaele will forever be linked with him, as were missed opportunities like Vimy Ridge and Cambrai. After three years of his strategy of attrition – best described as “reciprocal slaughter” – few of his soldiers felt confidence in their Commander-in-Chief.


The summer of 1918 was a desperate one for the Allies. Their “united front” was much less united than it appeared to the public. The political leaders of both nations, each with his own plan to achieve victory, were continually embroiled in petty bickering. Their diaries reveal distrust and back-biting at every level and upon every subject. The military leadership was no less acrimonious, and every failure caused a search for scapegoats. Both commanders-in-chief were on shaky ground. Although Lloyd George’s famous description of Haig as “brilliant – to the top of his boots” came after the war, it illustrated his contempt for the man commanding his nation’s troops. General Henri-Philippe Pétain, Commander-in-Chief of the French Army, despite his great victory on the Marne that July, watched with apprehension as his replacement, General Guillaumat, was brought from the Army of the Orient to wait in the wings. The “united front” was a constantly bickering, perpetually nervous collection of generals and politicians, each alternately watching his back or taking a swipe at his colleagues while absorbing the blows of their common enemy.


In later years there was some controversy over who first proposed the operation that became known as the Battle of Amiens. Foch, the Supreme Commander; Haig, the British Commander; Rawlinson, commanding the Fourth Army; and Monash, the Australian Corps Commander – all have taken credit for the scheme. It is probable that the truth will never be known because the sequence of events is not clear.


On May 16 Haig had received from Foch a request to prepare plans for a big offensive. Sir Douglas agreed to the request but stressed the need for secrecy. The next day Haig visited Rawlinson and gave him orders to investigate the possibility of attacking Villers-Bretonneux to the east of Amiens. These early discussions were to involve British forces in a supporting role co-operating with the French First Army in its planned thrust through Montdidier. By May 26 orders were issued to prepare this operation for mid-June, but the very next day the long-expected German offensive broke upon the French in Champagne. The Amiens plan was consequently brushed aside and almost forgotten in the tide of disasters that engulfed the French Army.


While the French fought on to stem Ludendorff’s offensive, an Australian and two British generals were independently looking at altered versions of the aborted operation. The Australian was John Monash, a former consulting engineer from Melbourne, but now the Lieutenant-General commanding the Australian Corps. Born of German-Jewish parents and brought up in West Melbourne, Monash had through sheer ability and unbounded determination propelled himself over adversity to success in civil life. Then came the war, and Monash arrived in Gallipoli early in 1915 commanding the 4th Infantry Brigade. Now a little over three years later, he had been appointed Corps Commander. “M [Monash] is a most thorough and capable commander who thinks out every detail of any operation and leaves nothing to chance,” wrote Haig in his diary on July 1.6 This was praise indeed from Sir Douglas, who two years earlier had written of the Australians, “Some of their divisional Generals are so ignorant and (like many Colonials) so conceited, that they cannot be trusted to work out unaided the plans of attack.”7 Since then several new Australian divisional generals had also been appointed, which may have relieved Haig somewhat.


John Monash’s years of business experience had convinced him “to deal with every task and every situation on the basis of simple business propositions, differing in no way from the problems of civil life, except that they are governed by special technique. The main thing is always to have a plan, if it is not the best plan, it is, at least better than no plan at all.”8 He believed that it was not the infantryman’s job to struggle against enormous odds. Instead, every mechanical resource was to be employed to enable the infantry “to advance with as little impediment as possible, to be relieved as far as possible of the obligation to fight their way forward, to march resolutely, regardless of the din and tumult of battle, to the appointed goal, and there to hold and defend the territory gained; and to gather, in the form of prisoners, guns and stores, the fruits of victory.”9 Monash’s theory was considered radical – almost heretical – by the majority of cavalry generals who had risen to command on the Western Front and who still believed the infantry’s role was to slog through hell to breach the enemy line, thus enabling the cavalry to sweep on to a glorious victory.


Monash had on July 4 put his theories to the test in a brilliantly conceived small-scale attack at Hamel. Using both Australian and American troops, he had won a resounding victory with small losses. At General Rawlinson’s insistence the Australians had employed British tank forces extensively with spectacular results. Now Monash was anxious to try the same thing again but on a much larger scale and with much deeper penetration.


Sometime after Hamel, Monash met with Rawlinson and pressed his ideas, boldly stating that on a two-divisional front the Australians could advance up to five miles. “‘Couldn’t you go farther?’ asked Rawlinson. ‘If you gave me safe support on my right flank,’ was the reply. Rawlinson suggested several corps for this purpose, but Monash shook his head until the army commander mentioned ‘the Canadians.’ ‘Monash leapt at this suggestion.’”10


Meanwhile Rawlinson had also been considering a revival of the proposed mid-June offensive. It is not certain how far these plans had progressed before his meeting with Monash, but it is known that around the same time he also met with Haig at Beaurepaire. Apparently Haig too had been pondering a similar operation although Rawlinson broached the subject first. The latter outlined a plan whereby his Fourth Army, keeping its arrangements secret, would thrust south of the River Luce and break through to the Old Outer Defence Line of Amiens – if Haig would give him the Canadian Corps. Haig liked the idea and ordered Rawlinson to continue work on the plan. However, he placed two serious conditions on the plan: one had to do with the idea of extending the British front south of the River Luce. This he could agree to only if it were temporary. Secondly, Haig did not intend to take the offensive until the German reserves – over twenty divisions under Crown Prince Rupprecht – had been drawn away to some other sector.


Previous to this meeting, Haig had received on July 12 another proposal from Foch, still eager to launch his long-cherished offensive. The latter suggested a British offensive in Flanders between Rebecq and Festubert. But Sir Douglas had been thinking along the same lines as his subordinate, Rawlinson. Consequently, on July 17 he turned down the Supreme Commander’s proposal and advanced the following project:


The operation which to my mind is of the greatest importance, and which I suggest to you should be carried out as early as possible, is to advance the allied front east and south-east of Amiens so as to disentangle that town and the railway line. This can be carried out by a combined French and British operation, the French attacking south of Moreuil and the British north of the River Luce.11


The next day was July 18, the date of the French counterattack on the Marne. Because of their remarkable success the situation had altered drastically by the time Foch replied to Haig on July 20. He urged Haig to seize the opportunity to hit the Germans, “without delay against the parts of the front that are simply held by troops of occupation.” The Generalissimo suggested several possible offensives, stressing the Amiens plan as one that could be profitable. Foch also mentioned that General Eugene Debeney of the First French Army had been working on a plan of his own, and suggested that Debeney and Rawlinson should confer at once. Haig did not immediately follow up the last recommendation but delayed action until he met with Foch on the 24th.


There followed a series of conferences that developed the scheme to its final form. The first was called by Rawlinson, the commander of the British Fourth Army, which occupied the Amiens sector. Sir Henry Rawlinson was an old hand. He had served with Lord Roberts in India and with Kitchener in the Sudan. During the Boer War he had been present at the Siege of Ladysmith and later commanded a mobile column. Throughout World War I he had served in various exalted positions until being given command of the shattered Fifth Army after the March disasters. A new commander and his staff – which carried with it a new name – would erase unhappy memories, it was hoped, so the Fifth was rebuilt by Rawlinson and renamed the Fourth Army. Although Rawlinson had earned from his peers the nickname, “Rawly the Fox,” Haig, in a letter to Lady Haig, referred to him as “a humbug.”


To Rawlinson’s conference of July 21 came two strangely contrasting corps commanders – Monash, the Australian, and Currie, the Canadian. Both were rank amateurs in terms of experience. John Monash, as has been mentioned, began the war as a successful consulting engineer and scholar. Arthur Currie, unfortunately, had not shone in civilian life. Born in the small town of Napperton, Ontario he went west to Vancouver where he was, in order, a school teacher, an insurance salesman, and a real estate broker. His military career commenced in 1897 at the bottom rung, as a gunner in the local militia. Twenty years later Arthur Currie earned command of the Canadian Corps.


Monash was natty enough to pass for a regular British officer. The Australian even sported the requisite moustache. But Arthur Currie could never for one moment have been mistaken for a regular British officer. Very tall, wide in the beam, with his Sam Browne belt worn high over his paunch, he was certainly no clothes horse. His long, knock-kneed legs had not been designed to show off breeks and riding boots, and Scots undoubtedly stared aghast when he wore the kilt of his old militia regiment, the 50th Gordon Highlanders of Canada. His jowly, morose face, devoid of the standard moustache, loomed above a thick neck. On top sat a flattened cap a shade too small for the large head. There was nothing theatrical about Arthur Currie; he was just another grim-faced Canadian, but his men worshipped him and never once doubted his ability to lead them to victory and to protect them from useless casualties.


There was a total of nine men at the July 21 conference. Rawlinson brought his three senior staff officers, while Currie and Monash were each accompanied by one member of their own staffs. Also in attendance was Lieutenant J.F.C. Fuller from Tank Corps Headquarters, for the tanks were to play a major role in the proposed Amiens offensive.


The French had achieved startling success three days earlier on the Marne by using a swarm of 324 tanks in their surprise counter-stroke. Fuller now suggested that the number of tank battalions recommended in the new plan be increased by 50 per cent. As a result it was agreed that twelve battalions, rather than eight, would be employed at Amiens. This meant that every British tank brigade except the 1st, which was at that time being converted from Mark IVs to the new Mark Vs, would be thrown into the offensive. This decision was a gamble, for if anything went wrong, the Allies’ great ace-in-the-hole would be seriously depleted if not destroyed. Even a successful attack launched as a stunning surprise was costly when it came to tanks. The French in the last three days had lost a total of 184 heavy tanks – 57 per cent of their total. A disaster to the British tank force would almost eliminate the heavy tank from a role in the war at the very time that it had finally been accepted by infantry commanders as the key to eventual victory.


Consequently, secrecy and deception were felt to be vital to success. So many operations in the past had been robbed of success by wagging tongues or by preparations made all too obviously. Now the fate of the British Tank Corps and of the Allies’ two finest infantry corps lay in the balance. Consequently, it was agreed that the greatest secrecy had to surround every conference, and had to extend to each preparation no matter how monumental. No one who did not absolutely have to know would be told of the operation until the last moment. Even those who would eventually make the detailed plans or carry out the actual assault had to be kept in the dark. It was on this note that the conference broke up.


The July 24 meeting was momentous. To it came Foch the Supreme Commander, as well as Haig, Pétain, and Pershing. The Supreme Commander seemed optimistic – possibly overly so – when he said that he envisioned final victory as early as mid-1919, and requested the three commanders-in-chief to forecast their strengths for April 1, 1919. Foch went on to propose an offensive in two stages. First: relieve threatened communication centres and remove enemy salients. Second: assume the offensive along the whole front by a series of attacks at various points, thereby wearing down the Germans’ power of resistance.


In order to carry out the first phase, three offensives were agreed upon: (1) The French counter-offensives already begun on July 18 would be pressed home. (2) The Amiens offensive would free the Paris-Amiens railway. (3) The First American Army – whose formation had been agreed upon only that day – would attack the Saint Mihiel salient. This attack would have to be held in abeyance until the First American Army could be assembled.12


Further conferences at various levels were held almost daily to develop the plan to a workable state. On July 26 at Sarcus, Foch met with Haig, Rawlinson, and General Eugene Debeney, commanding the French First Army. Debeney had been thinking of a relatively small attack, but Foch would have none of that, and it was decided that the French First Army would now be included in Haig’s plan on the southern flank. The date for the attack was also fixed as August 10. On July 27 general boundaries and objectives were set for the first day of the offensive. The next day brought two further developments – Foch placed Debeney’s French First Army under Haig’s command, and the date for the offensive was advanced two days to Thursday, August 8. For the Canadian Corps this meant enormous complications to an already difficult task. At that moment Currie’s men were holding the line near Arras, thirty miles north of their proposed jumping-off line. The Corps, still unaware of what was afoot, was required to move over thirty miles in complete secrecy, and prepare for a major attack employing new tactics – all within ten days.


On July 29, the British XVII Corps was ordered to relieve the Canadians. The relief was to be completed by daybreak of August 2, giving the Canadian Corps a mere six days to carry out its tasks. For the first time divisional commanders were informed of the operation and of their roles in it, but were cautioned not to discuss this information with subordinates. That same day, deception plans were completed. “It would be given out freely that the Canadian Corps was moving to the Ypres front, where the Second Army expected a German attack,” wrote Currie.13


That day Haig sent his final orders to his two army commanders, Rawlinson and Debeney, and the first troop movements commenced. The die was cast. In nine days the Battle of Amiens would be launched. It was a magnificent gamble. The future would show if the plan and the men were equal to the task.




CHAPTER TWO


THE CONJURER’S BOX




“So all the old tricks are coming out of the conjurer’s box. I have seen it too often before – the Somme, Messines, Ypres, Cambrai – to be fully confident of a great success on this occasion. But one thing is sure: if we take the knock this time after Ludendorff has shown us how it is done, we may as well give up.”


From the diary of “an inconspicuous and youthful British


liaison officer” with the French 42nd Division (Cyril Falls)





Detailed planning for the offensive now got under way. In outline the plan was simple: a sudden surprise attack against the bulge east of Amiens to free the Paris-Amiens rail line from German interference. Amiens was a major rail centre and this action would enable the Allies to enjoy transportation facilities that would be necessary for the big offensives planned for 1919 and 1920. The British Fourth Army under Rawlinson would command the assault force. The Canadian Corps and the Australian Corps were to provide the main punch. On the Australians’ left, north of the River Somme, the British III Corps would make a modest advance to protect the Aussies’ left flank. On the right of the Canadians and south of the Amiens-Roye Road, the French First Army would advance after the Canadians’ assault. The French would first employ their XXXI Corps on the Canadian right, with the IX, X, and XXXV corps advancing in succession to their right as far south as Montdidier.


After breaking through the German defences, the Canadians and Australians were to advance to their first objective – the so-called “Old Amiens Defence Line,” the British position during the 1916 Battle of the Somme. Without pausing they were to continue to the second objective – the old German rear line. For this phase cavalry and medium tanks would be available.


To carry out this ambitious scheme the Allies would employ 29 infantry divisions against the enemy’s 25. In reserve along the whole front, but available in an emergency, Foch had 77 more divisions: 38 French, 21 British, 10 American, 5 Belgian, 2 Italian, and 1 Portuguese. Of these distant reserves only half were battleworthy and reasonably fresh.


In addition to this narrow margin in infantry, Haig’s combined command could call upon six cavalry divisions whereas the enemy had long since disbanded theirs. It was not known how many artillery pieces the Germans could employ, but certainly the Allies could achieve a preponderance by bringing in the artillery support from divisions disbanded or being reconstituted elsewhere. Eventually the French were able to amass 1,606 guns and the British 2,034 – an awesome weight of firepower.


The “sledge-hammer force” of the attack would be provided by the Tank Corps. Amiens would see the largest concentration of tanks ever assembled to that date – 324 heavy tanks and 96 medium tanks on the British sector plus 72 light tanks on the French. Supporting these would be 120 supply tanks and 22 gun-carrier tanks – a total of 634 tanks.14


The Allies would have a tremendous initial advantage in air power – 625 British plus 1,104 French aircraft against an estimated 365 German. However, the Germans had many more readily available in nearby Champagne where they had been employed lavishly since mid-July.


Clearly the Allies’ margin of superiority was very small. Aside from tanks – of which the entire German Army had but 40 (15 German-made and 25 captured Allied tanks) – the Allies’ only real superiority was in the quality of the troops, for the Canadians and Australians were rated by friend and foe alike as the finest shock troops in the world. Consequently, the Allies’ hopes of success lay in surprise.


Almost all of the attack zone near Amiens was ideal for mobile warfare. From the Avre River in the south to the Somme in the north the terrain was relatively flat – like a billiard table in the French zone, though less so on the British side. There, two rivers, the Somme and the Luce, meandered through the countryside creating steep banks and broad loops. The Luce was little more than knee-deep, and at its widest point less than thirty feet across. The difficulty lay in negotiating its deep valley with its two-hundred-yard wide belt of woods. The Luce’s many surrounding swamps and tributary valleys would also provide assistance to the defenders. The Canadians would attack opposite this area.


Farther north the Australians had flatter countryside to cross with few natural obstacles. However, on their left flank the River Somme twisted westward providing several problems. In most of its bends the high bank lay on the north, the side that would have to be taken by the British III Corps. If the “Tommies” fell behind in this difficult country, the Germans would be left overlooking the Australian left flank. The many spurs and re-entrants on both sides of the Somme made this sector unsuitable for tanks, so the British infantry would have to carry the ball themselves.


The Fourth Army’s artillery was given two initial tasks. Of the 2,034 guns, one-third was to form a creeping barrage at zero hour. The rate of advancement varied according to circumstances, but moved at an average rate of one hundred yards every three and a half minutes. At the same moment, the main force of the guns – almost 1,400 strong – was to hit all known enemy gun emplacements at zero hour. This was to be one of the largest counter-battery operations ever attempted, and it required meticulous planning. The guns would have to fire without registration (i.e. firing shots before-hand to range-in on a target); therefore all firing would have to be done by maps. To make up for possible errors on the part of individual batteries the counter-battery barrage on each target would be carried out by guns of several batteries. Thus each battery of heavy guns would be firing on several targets at once when the barrage opened up.


Camouflaging such an array of guns and ammunition was a major problem. The Canadian heavy artillery alone required 91,000 rounds, which had to be distributed and stored close to each gun, yet all of this had to be hidden from the enemy aircraft that were certain to scan the area. Lieutenant-Colonel A.G.L. McNaughton was so confident of his fire-power that no attempt was to be made to hide the flash of his guns because he felt the enemy would be powerless to retaliate after the initial barrage.


The use of massed tanks was the unique feature of the Amiens offensive. This tactic had been dramatically successful at Cambrai in the previous November. In fact, the success was so startling that the British High Command was unprepared to seize the opportunity presented by the tanks. The recent, more modest battle of Hamel had once again shown what tank-infantry co-operation could achieve, and it was intended that the offensive at Amiens would dwarf this achievement. Certainly the number of tanks available was without precedent.


The variety of tanks was also novel. The so-called “fighting tanks” were mostly twenty-nine-ton Mark Vs. These were the most recent of a line of “heavies” first developed by the British in 1915. They were classified as “males” (armed with two six-pounders and four machine guns) or “females” (six machine guns). These monsters were over twenty-six feet in length and males were thirteen-and-a-half feet across, females ten-and-a-half. Several features of the Mark V gave it great advantages over its predecessors – it had one driver rather than the four required in previous models; it travelled as fast as 4.6 miles per hour; it had a radius of action up to forty-five miles; and it was more manoeuvrable. There were, however, two serious problems, even by 1918 standards. Ventilation in the Mark Vs was very poor, and crews suffered severely from fumes and carbon-monoxide poisoning – sometimes to the point of suffering temporary insanity or being rendered unconscious. Secondly, visibility for the eight-man crew was limited. The commander had a periscope that was generally put out of action quite early by small-arms fire; otherwise there were only several minute slits in the visor plates. These facts made the crew almost entirely dependent upon maps, compass, and preliminary ground reconnaissance.


Communication was another unsolved problem: within the tank it was by voice-tube; from without it was by means of a bell that could be pulled from the outside. If the tank commander needed to send a message he had only two primitive methods: a collapsible semaphore on the superstructure that was usually shot off early in the action, or carrier pigeons.


An adaptation designated Mark V* (“Mark five star”) had recently appeared. It was simply a Mark V made longer by six feet (i.e. 32 feet, 5 inches in length). The reason for this modification was to increase the vehicle’s trench-crossing capability. However, another novel use was to be made of the longer tank for the Amiens offensive. Each Mark V* would carry, besides its crew of eight, two three-men Lewis-gun sections, one five-man Vickers machine gun crew, one infantry officer, and one scout – a total of thirteen passengers. The idea was to transport these men to the final objective. There they would dig in and hold on until the main infantry force came up. To make up these extra Lewis-gun crews each battalion was to contribute a number of its best men. The heavy Vickers machine guns were to be manned by regular crews from the Machine Gun Corps.


The Whippet medium tanks were also to be used in a novel manner. They would be unleashed with the cavalry to exploit the enemy’s rear after the initial breakthrough. The Whippet – a misnomer, if ever there was one – was a recent development, its main feature being mobility. It had a top speed of 8.3 miles per hour, a radius of action of eighty miles, and weighed fourteen tons. Its three-man crew manned four machine guns mounted in a fixed turret. This gave the Whippet an even higher silhouette than the massive Mark V, for it towered nine feet above the ground.


There were two other specialty tanks available. One was the “supply tank.” This was the old Mark IV converted to carry supplies forward where wheeled, soft-skinned vehicles could not venture. Sledges had been designed to be dragged on a cable by these supply tanks. At Hamel four supply tanks had delivered almost twenty-five tons of material to within a few hundred yards of the final objective only thirty minutes after it had been taken. This task, which would normally have employed two full-strength infantry battalions, had been accomplished without a casualty by twenty men. Great things were expected of the supply tanks at Amiens.


The fourth tank variety was the forerunner of the self-propelled gun. It was the “gun-carrier tank,” capable of delivering or firing from the tank a sixty-pounder or a six-inch howitzer. However, the two gun-carrier companies had already devolved into ordinary supply companies and their promise had never been exploited.


The French First Army would not employ the same overwhelming tank force mustered by the British. Pétain had already committed his main tank force on July 18, so the only tanks available for Amiens were seventy-two light Renaults. These superb little two-man tanks were destined to be used by the armies of many countries till 1940. The seven-ton Renault had excellent cross-country abilities and mounted a traversing turret equipped with either a 37 mm cannon or a machine gun. The plan was to use these lightweights to the maximum of their six miles per hour as weapons of pursuit after the breakthrough had been achieved.


By the summer of 1918 warfare had become a very complicated art requiring enormous administrative arrangements. Whereas non-combatants in the British Army in 1914 had made up only 16.63 per cent of the total manpower, they now comprised 32.27 per cent. The Fourth Army’s twenty-three-page memorandum on “Administrative Arrangements” included such diverse topics as railways and printing, supplies of lubricants and a host of medical facilities, gun-parks and traffic-control, evacuation and feeding of civilians in captured areas, and sadly, grave registrations. Prisoner-of-war “cages” were to be provided, and an optimistic note crept into the memorandum with mention of an “overflow cage.”


This immense and intricate machine made up of small cogs could very easily be stalled, or worse, smashed by administrative monkey wrenches. Two wrenches that always threatened to fall into the works were the Australian takeover of the French positions, and the movement of the Canadian Corps from Arras to Amiens. Both were exacerbated by the fact that the administrative officers concerned were not let in on the secret till July 29 – just ten days before the offensive. Their task was herculean. As Currie pointed out:


The nearest Army dump from which we could draw ammunition was so far away that lorries could not make more than one trip a day. The advanced refilling points had not been selected, and dumping of ammunition at these points did not really begin until August 3. There was a great shortage of lorries, a considerable number of the heavy Artillery Brigades [sic Brigades’] arriving only two or three days before the attack. When the lorries of these Brigades became available, there was not sufficient petrol to keep all of them in operation.


In addition, all forward traffic was restricted to two main channels, the Amiens-Roye Road and the Amiens-Villers-Bretonneux Road. The congestion on the latter was increased by reason of its being used in common with the Australian Corps.


There were no dumps of trench ammunition in the area, and, notwithstanding all efforts made by our Administrative Branches in that direction, the supply of small arms ammunition and bombs was not quite adequate. As a matter of fact, some Units, failing to obtain British hand-grenades in time, used French grenades gathered at the French dumps.


The lack of adequate preparations to receive the large number of horses resulting from the great concentration of Artillery caused endless columns of horses to block the roads in the vicinity of the watering points.”15


The transportation problem alone was enormous, and complicated further by the need for total secrecy. British railway troops and railway construction troops (two-thirds of whom were Canadian) kept 158 trains moving daily by using nine hundred mainline engines and 571 kilometres of British controlled line. By 7 August, 302,785 soldiers had been moved in secrecy by these railway troops.


Another factor usually taken for granted was detailed trench maps of the sector. On July 29 the Field Survey Battalion, Royal Engineers, was given the task of producing over 200,000 trench maps of the area, locating all enemy batteries, and fixing firing position and ranges for 128 British, Canadian, and Australian batteries moving into the sector. By August 8 they had finished the job and had also produced 119,300 enlargements, and 4,500 mosaics pieced together from photos. These were distributed as far down the chain of command as section commanders. Unfortunately, the supply was a rather mixed selection, some dated as recently as August 4, 1918, with others, dated 1916, being almost antiques. The most recent “barrage maps” went to the artillery and senior commanders. These were described as “excellent” by those concerned. The older ones were sparse in detail and of course, years out of date. They appear to have ended up in the hands of the soldiers in the field.


The plan of attack required the 4th Australian Division to take over a French section of the line. Rawlinson’s original scheme had the Canadians taking over the sector from Monument Wood just south of Villers-Bretonneux to the Amiens-Roye Road several days prior to the attack. Haig realized that this would end any chance of surprise, for the Germans considered the Canadians to be the Allies’ top assault troops. Various ways to overcome this glaring flaw were discussed before it was decided to temporarily extend the Australian sector southward. The Germans and the Allied troops themselves would by this means be convinced that their role was to remain defensive, and no one would expect an attack from a force that had been stretched even thinner. As a result, on July 29, the men of the 4th Australian Division had their dreams of a long rest shattered when they were ordered to take over the area between Villers-Bretonneux and the Amiens-Roye Road during the nights of August 1 and 2.


The decision to employ the Canadians and the Australians was vital to the success of the operation. Both corps were experienced and extremely battleworthy. Many British and French units had by this time been battered and diluted by men less fit, both physically and emotionally, than had earlier been the case. Morale had slipped, and Allied troops in general had become cautious as a result of four years of slaughter during which the veterans had seen thousands of their comrades’ lives thrown away uselessly. The Americans, new to the front, had the 1914-style élan, but were totally lacking in experience. The Aussies, or “Diggers” as they called themselves, and “Canucks” still had much of that dash from another era, and they were thoroughly experienced.


A friendly rivalry existed between the troops of the two dominions. Certainly they were dissimilar in almost every way. The Aussies were the darlings of the press and received constant publicity. Their wide-brimmed slouch hats seemed to typify their flamboyant style, and made for eye-catching photos. Beneath their “Digger hats” were bronzed, rugged men possessed in battle by a fierce joy and a readiness to take risks. They were crafty and clever and had an eye for the ground and for their foes’ weaknesses. To the rigidly disciplined British troops, the men from “down under” seemed incredibly individualistic and contemptuous of authority. “They were unlike any of our own divisions,” recalled P.J. Campbell M.C., a former mathematics scholar now a lieutenant in the Army-Brigade, Royal Field Artillery. “I was not attracted by them. They were noisy and swaggering, they did not march along the road, they just walked, they seemed to be without any kind of discipline.”16 The number of Australian soldiers in prison at any time was nine times that of the other British Empire troops.17 The Australians were not liable to get the death penalty for any criminal offence as were most other troops, and Field Marshal Haig, for one, thought that this accounted for their high rate of crime.


Although they received much less publicity, the Canadian Corps had proven to be popular wherever they served. Unlike the Australians, whose style had never changed, the Canucks had undergone a gradual metamorphosis. In 1914 and 1915 they had been looked upon as virtually undisciplined. The most famous story was that of a Canadian colonel addressing his battalion: “See here, boys,” he had ordered, “an English general is coming around. Stand up straight in line, and quit spitting – and for Christ’s sake don’t call me ‘Alf’!”18 These young colonels who had led from the front had become brigadiers, and divisional commanders – those who were not killed – and they were generally popular with their men. But early in the war the Canadians had voluntarily exchanged their total democracy for an iron discipline. Nevertheless, this rigorous regime was not permanent; Canadians kept discipline in perspective. It would be difficult to imagine anyone other than a Canadian describing his regimental sergeant-major in the words used by a trouble-prone private of the 46th South Saskatchewans: “Bill Jones, our R.S.M., was a hell of a good pal. On parade he was real strict and gave his orders so clear it was like music. With him you could drill for hours and never make a mistake, ’cause everyone wanted to do his best. ’Course, at night Bill was one of the boys, and he would buy you a beer or give you a hell of a good poke – whichever you had comin’.”


Canadians treated the war as a rotten job that had to be done. They had become deadly serious about the task and approached the enemy grimly with no display of enthusiasm. Their stubbornness and dogged refusal to give in had become proverbial, for they had never lost a gun, had never failed to take an objective, and had never permanently lost an inch of ground. For these reasons they were looked upon with awe by their allies.


Their determination to punish the enemy had recently been jacked even higher by an atrocity that had taken place on June 27. On that night, a Canadian hospital ship, the Llandovery Castle, was torpedoed by U-86 and sunk on a return voyage to Britain. Kapitänleutnant Patzig, after ascertaining from the ship’s captain that the Llandovery Castle carried only medical personnel, then rammed all the lifeboats except one, which managed to escape in the dark. Two-hundred and thirty-four died that night including fourteen nurses. The Canadian reaction was typified by Brigadier George Tuxford, a former homesteader from Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan: “Amongst those murdered were two Moose Jaw nurses, Sister Fraser and Sister Gallagher. I gave instructions to the Brigade that the battle cry on the 8th of August should be ‘Llandovery Castle,’ and that that cry should be the last to ring in the ears of the Hun as the bayonet was driven home.”


The strength of the two dominion corps were almost equal, but the Australians had their 53,000 men distributed among five divisions. These were not all at full strength, for enlistment at home had declined to the point where less than half the necessary replacements were being recruited. As a result, the 4th Australian Division had been forced to reduce its twelve battalions to ten. This followed the earlier lead of the British Army, which had been reorganized on a system of brigades consisting of three battalions in place of the old four-battalion format. The Australian battalions were also very tired. They had received little respite during their long tour of duty, and men had begun absenting themselves without leave and in several cases even deserting.


This depletion in numbers and the drop in morale was behind the visit to London of the Australian Prime Minister. William Hughes was at this time determined to impose restrictions on the use of the Australians. As at most everyone expected the war to last till 1920, Hughes was alarmed lest Australia’s dwindling forces leave her in an inferior position when peace talks eventually began.


The Canadian Corps had been organized on a different plan. The War Office in London had recommended that the Canadians reduce their establishment in line with the British reorganization. If this had been done and the available reserves employed, the result would have been two Canadian corps each of three divisions. However, the Canadians preferred to retain one powerful corps of four divisions backed by ample reserves, and the British government’s wishes were rejected. By the summer of 1918 all Canadian battalions were at least one hundred men over-strength, thereby carrying with them their own reserves for immediate use.


Not only had the Canadian infantry been reinforced, the auxiliary arms had also been greatly strengthened. For instance, the Canadian Engineers now included a special motor transport unit to “go anywhere and do anything” – constructive or destructive. When the 5th Division had been broken up before seeing action its artillery was dispatched to France as a complete unit to augment the Corps.


The Canucks had developed machine-gun tactics to a higher degree than had their allies. The Canadian Machine Gun Corps was organized in battalions with the battery as the tactical unit.


Under their colourful commander, Brigadier-General Raymond Brutinel, they had developed into a distinctive arm with tactics of their own and a position somewhere between artillery and infantry. In addition, two Motor Machine-Gun Brigades had been formed complete with a maintenance section. The 1st had been organized by Brutinel himself in 1914 using truck bodies bought in the United States by a special subscription provided by patriotic Canadians. The trucks were partially covered with plating supplied by Bethlehem Steel, and several machine guns were mounted for firing over the trucks’ low sides.


Like his trucks, Brutinel was all-Canadian even though foreign-born. A former frontiersman who had roamed the Northwest, he had made his millions and was residing in Montreal when the war broke out. Although a French citizen and reserve officer, he obtained permission to join the Canadian Expeditionary Force.


The other batteries had been raised by self-made millionaires – the Borden Battery, named after the Prime Minister, the Eaton Battery, raised by the department-store magnate, and the Yukon Battery, raised by “Klondike Joe” Boyle, the gold-miner. These unique units struggled through years of bureaucratic disdain to become an eccentric but hard-hitting fighting formation under the dynamic Brutinel. They pictured themselves in a “hell for leather” role.


Even the Canadian Transport Service was superior to the British by 1918. Because of the latter’s man-power problems, Category B men were employed as drivers and on occasion the system began to break down due to the men’s lack of physical stamina. Currie, however, refused to replace his Category A drivers because he felt they had to be men of the highest calibre. The results showed in the Corps’ ability to supply itself regardless of fatigue, enemy action, or weather conditions. Canadians almost never went hungry or ran out of ammunition.


Despite the unquestioned fighting qualities of his two dominion corps, Field Marshal Haig was, for the most part, exasperated by them. He did praise the Australians for splitting up their corps at his request during the German offensives of the spring, but he never forgave the Canadians for resisting his attempts to break them up. Many senior officers shared Haig’s resentment, and the Canadian Corps was derisively labeled “Foch’s Pets.” On July 19, Haig’s feelings surfaced when he was visited by Major-General Mewburn, the Canadian Minister of Militia whom he dismissed as “second-rate.” Haig constantly referred to Mewburn as “Newburn,” which could not have helped their relationship. The latter pointed out that the Canadian government was displeased that the Corps was not at that moment together under their own corps commander. At that, Haig had exploded. “During all this severe fighting, the Canadian Corps has not once been engaged. Why? Because the Canadian Government only wishes it to be engaged as a Corps.”19


Haig did not wholly approve of the Australians either. In fact, he even compared them unfavourably to the Canadians. “I spent some time today, 23 February, 1918, with the Canadians. They are really fine disciplined soldiers now and so smart and clean. I am sorry to say that the Australians are not nearly so efficient.” This he blamed on General Birdwood, their English commanding officer at the time, whom he accused of “making himself as popular as possible.” Haig continued; “We have had to separate the Australians into Convalescent Camps of their own, because they were giving so much trouble when along with our men and put such revolutionary ideas into their heads.”20


The Australians’ northern flank was to be protected by Lieutenant-General Sir Richard Butler’s III Corps. The plan was for the British troops to keep pace with the Australian advance on the south side of the Somme by moving over the high ground on the north bank. The Corps’ objective was more modest than either the Australians’ or Canadians’; it was simply to go as far as the Australians’ second objective and there to form a flank facing north towards Morlancourt. The terrain there was the most difficult that would be encountered during the Amiens offensive. Numerous ravines ran down into the Somme valley, and each was thickly wooded, yet the flat areas in between were totally devoid of cover. This meant ideal ground for the Germans’ machine-gun defences. To make matters worse, the whole area rose in a gradual glacis-like slope for about five thousand yards. Thus the “summit” gave splendid observation over the battleground in all directions, including the south, where the Australians could be taken in flank.


The four divisions of III Corp were weary. All had suffered severely in the March retreat and had been in the line ever since. The 58th London Division alone lost 3,530 men at Villers-Bretonneux in two days that April. Their replacements were mostly conscripts, and their officers and NCOs inexperienced. When they heard of the move to take over a section of the French line, they reacted pessimistically. Instead of believing that the French troops were being withdrawn to attack, the cynical veterans among them suspected a French collapse. Four years of inept leadership had destroyed the flower of Britain’s youth, and those who remained viewed their fates as sealed. Yet in the words of C.E. Montague, “they still worked away with a sullen ardour that no muddling or sloth in high places could wholly damp down.”21


The terrible effects of the March 21 disaster lingered – particularly in those who had been part of the shattered Fifth Army that day. Every survivor felt himself personally responsible and still carried a secret burden of guilt and shame. “The realization of the magnitude of our defeat came over me and overcame me. This was the most catastrophic defeat that Britain had ever suffered, and it seemed to me that I was partly responsible for the disaster,” recalled the young Artillery Lieutenant, P.J. Campbell M.C.22


The Retreat was over, but the memory of defeat remained, and we waited anxiously for the beginning of the second round, knowing that one victory would not be enough for the enemy; he had to destroy us if he was to win the war. All through the months that followed we were waiting. Every night, as I got into my sleeping bag, I was aware that I might be wakened in the morning by a fierce bombardment, the preliminary to the next German attack, and that would mean it was about to start again.23


Montague, the English correspondent, recognized with bitterness the cost of British social conditions and British generalship. He bitterly contrasted dominion troops with his own beloved “Tommies” of 1918.


You had already seen them meet on roads in the rear: battalions of colourless, stunted, half-toothless lads from hot, humid Lancashire mills; battalions of slow, staring faces, gargoyles out of the tragical-comical-historical-pastoral edifice of modern English rural life; Dominion battalions of men startlingly taller, stronger, handsomer, prouder, firmer in nerve, better schooled, more boldly interested in life, quicker to take means to an end and to parry and counter any new blow of circumstance, men who had learned already to look at our men with the half-curious, half-pitying look of a higher, happier caste at a lower.24


Now despite their battered morale, their exhaustion, and their numerical weakness, III Corps was going to go to the attack on August 8. Due to the difficult terrain and the subsidiary nature of their role, these men would receive scant help from the tanks. Only twenty-two Mark Vs and twelve supply tanks were to take part in their assault.


The southern flank of the Canadian Corps was to be protected by the French First Army, which would advance forty-five minutes after the Canucks. “After the spring losses, we in turn had companies almost entirely re-formed out of 1918 bluets, who had never been under fire and for whom we felt real tenderness,” wrote Georges Gaudry, a veteran of the 57th Infantry Regiment. “The eyes of our conscripts were big as saucers. They watched our smallest gestures with absolute trust; they took in every word as devoted and obedient footsoldiers, intent on victory. They saw us as old hands at battle, accustomed to its surprises, conditioned to act in combat as are colliers in a mine, sailors in a storm.”25


In contrast, a French staff officer, in conversation with Sir Douglas Haig, lamented the poor resistance shown by the French Army. “The French Infantry is now inferior to the German,” he confessed. When Haig protested that only some units were poor because of a lack of training and discipline, the staff officer replied, “Pétain ought to have shot 2,000 instead of only 30 when so many mutinied this time last year. The situation of the French Army was very grave then, and required severe measures to remove the canker. Instead of training, the men were given ‘leave’ and ‘repose.’”26
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