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WHEN the year 1918 had run half its course the Germans
appeared to be triumphantly in the ascendant. In Flanders they had pushed back
the British to positions which were, on an average, to the rear of those
occupied in 1914. On the Somme they had more than neutralised all the Allied
gains of 1916, and were stretched now from Arras to Montdidier, covering ground
which they had not touched since the early days of the war. On the Aisne they
had reconquered all that the French had so laboriously won in three campaigns,
and were back along the Marne and within gun-shot of Paris. These results had
been achieved in three great battles which had cost the Allies some 200,000
prisoners and nearly 2000 guns. In July it would have seemed that the German
Empire was victorious, and yet ere the year had ended the very name had changed
its meaning in the map of Europe, and was known only in the list of evil things
which have had their day and then have passed. How this extraordinary
change—the most sudden and dramatic in all history—came to pass is
the theme of this final volume.

There were certain factors which even at the zenith of Germany's fortunes
may have prepared a cool-headed critic for a swing of the scales, though the
wisest and best informed could not have conceived how violent the oscillation
would be. In the first place, the ever-pressing strangle-hold of the Navy,
combined with an indifferent harvest and the exhaustion of certain stocks
within the Empire, notably of copper, rubber, wool, and lubricants, produced
great internal difficulties which grew worse with every month. Then again
German successes had been bought in reckless fashion at a very heavy price, and
if they brought a million men across from the Russian frontier it is probable
that they had squandered nearly as many in the three great battles. Finally,
there was the all-important factor of the American reinforcements which had
been speeded up to meet the pressing emergency. By splendid international
co-operation the Americans put all their proverbial energy into marshalling and
equipping the men, while Great Britain threw every available unit of her sea
power, mercantile or naval, into the task of getting them across. The
long-suffering people of this island gladly cut down their requirements in
every possible direction so as to secure the tonnage for this marvellous
transfer. At a steady rate of a quarter of a million every month the Americans
flowed into France—magnificent raw material which was soon to show how
quickly it could develop into the most highly finished article. This constant
addition to the Allied forces, with the moral confidence which they brought
with them, was the third contributory cause to the sudden change of fortune. It
would be ungenerous, however, not to add that a fourth, without which all
others might have been vain, lay in the commanding personality and
extraordinary genius of the great Frenchman who now controlled the whole Allied
battle front from the sea to the Alps, while two great civilians, Lloyd George
and Clemenceau, rallied the home fronts of the two weary nations which had
borne the brunt of the war.

It will be remembered from the last volume that in the first half of 1918
the sun of victory had never once in Western Europe rested upon the standards
of the Allies save in Italy, where the Austrians had been defeated upon the
Piave. June 17 was in truth the turning-point of the war, for from that date
everything went well with the forces of freedom. The change in the West came
later, however, than in Italy, and on July 16 the Germans attempted a new
advance upon the largest scale, which seemed to have some small success at
first though it was in truth the starting-point of all their misfortunes. Their
previous advances had brought them forward on the line from Montdidier to
Rheims, and now they enlarged their front by 25 miles on the eastern side of
Rheims, while their attack also covered about the same distance to the west of
that city, making some progress in this latter sector, which led them down the
valley of the Oise, towards Villers-Cotterets, Compiègne, and finally
Paris. The whole world held its breath in a hush of horror as it saw Foch's
soldiers desperately struggling and yet losing mile after mile of the short
stretch which separated the Teutonic barbarians from the centre of the world's
civilisation and culture. They had crossed the Marne that evening and had
pushed the French and American line back for some miles, but the latter rallied
and regained some of the ground. The most important point of the struggle,
however, was to the east of Rheims, where that splendid soldier, General
Gouraud, a one-armed bearded veteran of Gallipoli, created a false front which
the enemy captured, and then whilst they were still in disorder attacked them
from the real front, pushing them back with great loss. This development on the
east of the line fully compensated for the German advance on the west, which
was brought to a final halt within two days. Foch had now bled the Germans
until they had lost some of their power of resistance. The moment for his great
counter-attack was at hand, and the carefully husbanded reserves were ready for
the crisis—those reserves which it was his supreme merit to have hoarded
up when the temptation to spend them was more than the firmest will could have
been expected to resist.

On July 18 the blow fell, and the Germans recoiled in a movement which was
destined never to stop until they had crossed the Rhine. All important as the
operations were they are only indicated here since this chronicle is
necessarily confined to the British action, and no British troops were as yet
engaged. Issuing under the cover of a storm from the great forest of
Villers-Cotterets which had screened his preparations, the French Marshal
hurled his line of tanks upon the enemy, clearing a path for his infantry. At
the same moment the French-American line went forward over a front of 27 miles
from the Oise to the Marne, striking the whole flank of the German advance. The
attack extended from Vingre in the north to Château-Thierry. Everywhere
the German flank fell back, their front had to withdraw across the Marne,
Château-Thierry was reoccupied and 20,000 prisoners with 400 guns were
left in the hands of the victors. Gradually, as the attack developed from day
to day, a huge pocket was formed, bulging southwards from the Aisne, with its
lower edge upon the Marne, the whole assuming much the shape which Spain does
upon the map of Europe. This protrusion, instead of being a menacing point
directed towards Paris, was now a much battered salient attacked simultaneously
upon all sides, by Mangin in the west and by Gouraud in the south and east.
Americans and French were on the Marne, French alone to the west of it, and
British with French on the east of it. All were fighting with the cold fury of
men who have reached a crisis where death is nothing and victory all. Nurses at
the forward hospitals have testified how the French wounded were brought in
mutilated and dying, but delirious with joy because they knew that the tide had
turned. What matter anything else— What matter life or limb— The
grey cloud was slowly, slowly drifting back whence it came.

But it was very slow, for the German soldier had never fought better, nor
had his leaders ever shown greater skill in drawing him out from danger and yet
selling every rearward position at the highest price of Allied blood. All three
Allies were tried to their utmost, for the enemy had not yet learned that he
was fated to retreat. The British, who had their own great task already
planned, were in weak force, though that force was of the highest quality, for
two better divisions than Campbell's Fifty-first Highlanders and Braithwaite's
Sixty-second Yorkshiremen did not exist in the Army. It is their operations
which we have now to examine, since the grand work of their American
comrades-in-arms can only be included in the scope of this work where they
actually fought in the British formations.
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