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Introduction


Between 1871 and 1914 the armies of France and Germany prepared with unprecedented intensity and determination for the next war, which was sure to be a bloody affair of national survival. For forty-three years both armies trained, developed new weapons and doctrine, and then trained some more. Spurred by crises in the Balkans and Morocco, from 1905 on Europe was swept by an unprecedented arms race, which reached its apogee in 1913. France and Germany were armed and prepared for war as no other countries had ever been before.


Both Germany and France raised mass armies by means of conscription. Upon completion of national service the conscripts returned to civilian life, but also became reservists, liable for the next 20 years to be recalled to the colours in case of war. When these reservists were mobilised and reintegrated into the army, they would multiply the size of the active army by a factor of three or four, producing field forces of some two million men.


Finally, the long-anticipated day of reckoning arrived. Both countries mobilised on 2 August 1914 and then transported their massive armies to the frontiers. From 20 to 24 August 1914 the French and German armies, each some seventy divisions strong, met head-on in Belgium and Lorraine in the Battle of the Frontiers, one of the most hard-fought, most important and most interesting battles in military history.


One would anticipate that the tactical course of these battles would have been of immense and widespread interest to both military professionals and the general public. In addition, one would also assume that military professionals would have been eager to determine how well peacetime doctrine and training stood up to the test of combat.


In fact, quite the opposite is true. Practically everything has been studied concerning the First World War except the pre-war tactical doctrine and training of the German and French armies. Instead, interest in pre-war armies has centred on non-military topics. The relationship between the military and society before the war is a favourite theme for scholarship, in particular the supposed role of the German army in supporting the political and social status quo. A major military history of France concerns itself with social history to the practical exclusion of ground combat itself.1 The military arms race has been studied purely as a matter of politics, with little reference made as to how these weapons were to be doctrinally employed and none whatsoever as to how they actually performed in combat.2


Tactical combat in the first battles from 20 to 24 August has also been of little interest. There has never been a detailed account of the Battle of the Frontiers in English; the accounts of some of the division-sized engagements written in French and German in the 1920s and 1930s are seldom used today.


On the other hand, books on the German and French war plans and the strategic aspects of the Battle of the Marne are legion, fuelled by military, academic and popular fascination with armchair generalship. The armchair general thinks that the campaign can easily be understood in terms of large black arrows, representing the German armies, slashing across a map of France a half page in size.


The focus on strategy is reinforced by the common perception that tactical combat for both the French and German armies in August 1914 consisted of charging with solid masses of infantry, only to have them mown down by machine gun fire. French critics blamed French defeats in the Battle of the Frontiers on such tactics. British accounts of the initial battles describe combat against German infantry in the same terms as those used for fighting Dervishes or ‘Fuzzi-Wuzzis’, with precise and rapid British rifle fire cutting down rows of German troops. In a study of German military thinkers before the First World War, a professor of strategy at the US Army War College concluded that while the high-level military theorists understood the lethality of modern warfare, the troop leaders just didn’t get it. He also said that pre-war German training was poor. In the last paragraph, he concludes that young officers, motivated by a reckless ‘spirit of the offensive’ launched unprepared attacks.3 This is a completely orthodox conclusion. The War College professor saw no need to describe how the German regulations prescribed that the infantry attack was to be conducted at company and battalion level or how the troops actually trained. Nor did he give any representative examples of how these unprepared, reckless attacks were conducted. He merely restated what was common knowledge.


This study is predicated on two premises that are diametrically opposed to this common knowledge. The first premise is that tactical combat, not strategy or operations, is the foundation of warfare: as Clausewitz says in Chapter 1 of Book 2 in On War, ‘Essentially war is fighting, for fighting is the only effective principle in the manifold activities generally designated as war.’4 The second premise is that soldiers fight the way that they have been trained to fight. Understanding combat means first understanding peacetime tactical training. Armchair generalship relies on common knowledge and vague generalities. Real soldiering is based on attention to detail in tactics and training.


While reference will be made to French tactics and training, the emphasis will be on the German army, for the simple reason that the Germans won almost every initial engagement. The Germans and French had essentially the same goals: the Germans met them, while the French did not.


The Battle of the Frontiers in the Ardennes pitted the German 4th and 5th Armies against the French 3rd and 4th Armies. They met in the sort of manoeuvre battle that both armies had anticipated and been training for. It was the perfect test of the doctrine and training of both armies.


German tactical doctrine and training were cutting edge, and set the standard for the world’s armies for the next century. German infantry tactics were based on fire superiority and fire and movement, not massed bayonet charges. German individual and small-unit training was centred on rifle marksmanship and platoon fire tactics, culminating in individual weapons qualification as well as graded tactical live-fire exercises at platoon, company and battalion levels. The German army created Major Training Areas (MTA) that provided room for large-scale manoeuvre and live-fire exercises. The MTA were the heart of the German training effort and not, as the orthodox opinion maintains, the annual Kaisermanöver.


The German army was passionate about training and tactics. German officers’ careers were determined by their ability as troop trainers and tacticians. Admittance to the Kriegsakademie, the General Staff College, and from there to the highest levels of the German army, was based on a competitive examination that tested knowledge of weapons and tactical doctrine.


Both the French and German armies were brave and skilful; the French surely had the second best army in Europe. It was the French misfortune to be opposed by a German army at the height of its powers, one of the very best armies in European history.


Sources


Both the French and German official histories are concerned with strategy and operations, and both state expressly that they do not deal with events below corps level. They are therefore of little help in describing battles at the tactical level.


The Reichsarchiv at Potsdam was destroyed in a British firebomb raid on the night of 14 April 1945, and with it practically all of the German army’s operational documentation. The only surviving German army documents are those at the archives of the individual German states at Stuttgart, Karlsruhe, Dresden and Munich, which contain a number of pre-war German tactical regulations, training regulations, range firing regulations and after-action reports from tactical exercises. Together they show in detail German doctrine and training at the company/battery, battalion and regimental levels. They also hold the war diaries and combat after-action reports for units from Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria, many of which are quite well written.


Three books show what tactical doctrine was actually taught in the German army. On 29 May 1906 the Prussian War Ministry issued a new doctrinal manual for infantry tactics and training, the Exerzier-Reglement für die Infanterie.5 This is our baseline document for studying German tactics and training. The Leitfaden für den Unterricht in der Taktik auf den Königlichen Kriegsschulen (Handbook for Tactics Instruction at Royal Military Schools)6 was used to teach all-arms tactics to young officers. German officers who wished to be considered for acceptance in the Kriegsakademie, the General Staff College, were required to take a written examination in which they demonstrated their mastery of tactical doctrine. While there was no official text that they could use to prepare for this examination, Friedrich Immanuel’s Handbuch der Taktik7 was the most highly regarded study guide. Lieutenant-colonel Hein’s Kampesformen und Kampfesweise der Infanterie (Structure and Conduct of Infantry Combat), explained German infantry doctrine and training to the educated public.8 Training was taken so seriously in the German army that many officers wrote books describing in detail effective training philosophies and methods. Our description of German training will also utilise these.


The German regimental histories published after the war are another major source for the history of German units. Most were written by capable men who were simultaneously four-year combat veterans in wartime and professional men – lawyers, bureaucrats, university professors – in peacetime. The quality of these histories is generally high; some are major military studies of irreplaceable value, a few are quite worthless.


An important source is the battlefield itself. The Ardennes has changed little since 1914, and even most of the towns are not much larger. Walking a battlefield is still very important, and first-hand impressions are much stronger than a map reconnaissance; Neufchâteau in particular was much easier to understand having been there.


There are a few studies of tactical combat that were written by Swiss and French soldiers after the war. The Swiss works are generally excellent. E. Bircher spent considerable effort walking the ground and utilising both French and German sources. R. Allemann, commander of a Swiss infantry company in Zurich, had access to German after-action reports which are now lost. The tactical studies by the French officer and official historian, A. Grasset, a company commander in 1914, as well as Jean Charbonneau’s story of his experiences as a small-unit leader in the 7th Colonial Infantry Regiment (3rd Colonial Infantry Division) often provide the only information concerning French actions. But they must be used with caution, for their description of German actions is often completely wrong.


Ostensibly, the French senior headquarters, GQG, did not keep a war diary. The French unit war diaries at all levels, from regiment to army, are poor sources: the entries are short and unenlightening. There are none of the after-action reports that make German war diaries so useful. The French regimental histories published after the war are usually about thirty pages long and worthless. An unusual French-language source is René Bastin’s Un Samedi Sanglant (A Bloodsoaked Saturday). Bastin is an amateur historian who lives in Tintigny and has written an interesting local history of the battles in the area that is useful for the wealth of detail it contains.


Most of the misinformation concerning tactical combat in the Battle of the Frontiers stems from French sources. In order to explain the terrible pounding it had taken, the French army, from individual soldiers to army commanders to the post-war official history, told tales of running into German machine guns, barbed wire and trenches.9 Military historians have accepted this at face value. Their willingness to do so was probably influenced by the common perception that the World War in general consisted of trench warfare and mindless slaughter.


No one has considered it necessary to see if the French version of the Battle of the Frontiers was verified by German sources. In fact, the well-written German war diaries and regimental histories show that all the fights in the Ardennes were meeting engagements. The Germans were attacking; there were no German trenches and the only barbed wire was that which the Belgian farmers had put up to fence in their livestock. The French were so disoriented by the violence of the German attack that they literally did not know what had hit them.


Creating a coherent picture from these various sources has not been easy. The memory of what happened in combat is perhaps more subjective than any other. The authors of the source material were subject to impressions of nearly overwhelming power. The units were frequently intermingled. Key leaders were killed before they could put their reports on paper. Times given for events often conflict; soldiers rarely took note of what time it was. While the broad outlines of the battle are clear, the accounts often diverge on questions of detail. It was necessary to compare all accounts and produce the tactically most likely version.


Both the German war diaries and the German regimental histories included first-person accounts, which have been used extensively. They give a vivid description of how German tactics worked in combat, and what it was like to move and fight under enemy small arms, machine gun and artillery fire.


Terrain and Weather


The Ardennes forest in this area of operations consists of rolling terrain, with the lower levels being cropland and the upper levels forested. Long-range visibility was generally poor, blocked by the next hill and forests. Short-range observation was limited by standing crops and the small copses that dotted the countryside. The undergrowth in Belgian forests was very thick, reducing visibility to a few metres and obliging units to move in single file. The small rivers in the area were not obstacles to infantry and cavalry movement, but could present a barrier to artillery. The buildings in the towns are well-built and defensible. The roads were dirt but firm enough to withstand military traffic if dry. This was not good terrain for artillery. The hills both blocked long-range fire and created dead zones, areas of low ground that the guns higher up the hills could not see into. On the other hand, the terrain rewarded well-trained and aggressively led infantry companies and battalions. The weather was very hot during the day, but on the morning of 22 August many areas were covered with a heavy fog.


Time


The German sources used Berlin time; 0500 Berlin time was 0400 French time. All times have been corrected to reflect French time. Sunrise was at about 0400, sunset at about 1815.


Distances


All distances are given in metric units, which is the NATO standard.


Personalities


About a million men were engaged in the Battle of the Frontiers in the Ardennes. In the interests of simplicity, with a few exceptions, all persons will be referred to solely by their position, i.e., commander of the 12 ID, and not by name and grade (Major-General Charles de Beaulieu).
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German Tactics and Training


After the First World War, German officers stated almost unanimously that the German army of 1914 was the best-trained and best-disciplined in the world, and that peacetime tactical doctrine and training proved themselves unequivocally in combat, leading the German army to ‘brilliant successes’.1 Repeatedly, German soldiers of all grades said that their victorious engagements had been conducted ‘just like in training’. Such opinions must be taken seriously, since they were made by some of the most combat-experienced soldiers in modern military history with the benefit of four years of high-intensity warfare to educate and refine their professional judgment.


The foundation for German success in the Battle of the Frontiers was laid in the forty-three years of doctrinal development and training prior to the battle. This chapter will concentrate on the final German tactical doctrine that was implemented in 1906 and used as the basis for subsequent training.


The German army was so serious about training that many German officers regarded combat as merely the final live-fire training test. The regimental historian of the 22nd Infantry Regiment (IR 22) wrote that combat was an opportunity for the regiment to ‘show what it had learned and done in decades of hard peacetime work’, an opinion also expressed by Otto von Moser, one of the most important German authors on tactics and training.2


The Art of War3


Combat was characterised by Clausewitz as the realm of friction and the clash of two independent forces. The combat leader must comprehend what is happening on the battlefield in an environment where everything is uncertain and draw conclusions based on limited information. War, in German doctrine, is an art; decision-making and leadership in combat are creative acts.4 War is not a science, in which decisions can be made by following a set formula. Nor can a war be fought, as some Western armies try to do, according to the principles of business management.


After a long debate, the German Army rejected Normaltaktik – applying a standard solution to tactical problems. Every German doctrinal manual emphasised that there was no Schema, no biscuit-cutter solution to operational and tactical problems. Each operational and tactical situation had to be evaluated on its own merits. No two situations are alike. Doctrine, the study of military history, and training exercises provide a framework for decision-making, but the soldier uses his intellect and will to solve each tactical problem. Doctrine may emphasise the offensive, but that does not mean that there is a knee-jerk requirement to attack under all circumstances. A German combat leader therefore required clear and sharp judgment and perception, but above all strength of character, determination, energy and equilibrium.


The Nature of Combat in 19145


By 1914 firepower, in the form of magazine-fed small-calibre rifle, machine guns, and quick firing artillery pieces, dominated the battlefield. Whatever could be seen could be hit. Smokeless powder made weapons fire almost invisible and counter-fire much more difficult.


Every army in Europe had noted the consequences of the firepower-dominated battlefield, both in defensive and offensive operations. They recognised that it was necessary for all arms to use the terrain to provide protection against observation and fire. Troops were dispersed in order to reduce casualties. Closed formations could no longer be used if exposed in the open to effective enemy fire. Units could be committed to combat only in broad lines, and had to be further broken down to the point that they could utilise the cover provided by the terrain. On the defensive, even thin lines could present significant resistance, especially if they were in tactically effective positions. The difference between armies lay not in the recognition of the problem, but in the quality of the subsequent training.


German doctrine emphasised that if the proper tactical precautions were not observed, if units attempted to cross open ground under effective fire or failed to adequately disperse, the result would be extraordinarily high casualties in a very short time. On the other hand, adequate use of terrain, proper tactical movement and dispersion would rob small arms, machine gun and artillery fire of much of their effectiveness; the casualties in Manchuria in 1904–05 were lower than those of 1870–71.


Every army but the French adopted combat camouflage uniforms. The German army introduced the field grey combat uniform in 1907, after tactical tests had shown that it offered the best concealment, particularly against long-range or air reconnaissance when troops were marching in column.


The combination of camouflage uniforms, smokeless powder, dispersion and the use of terrain meant that it had become extraordinarily difficult to discern an enemy’s location, movement and strength. It was also difficult to tell if one’s own fire was effective and if the enemy was taking casualties. For these reasons, it was widely recognised that the battlefield had become ‘empty’. Not only had the enemy become invisible, the only members of his own unit that the soldier could see were those in his immediate vicinity. Formal discipline became ineffective. The lethality of weapons fire eliminated the direct influence of the senior leaders over their men. The German army emphasised that combat leadership would be provided by company-grade officers and NCOs. Everything depended on the qualities of the small-unit leader and the individual soldier. Training therefore had to emphasise and reinforce the soldiers’ ability to think and act – in particular, to fire and move – in small units or on his own initiative.6


Concentration of Mass7


The first principle of war for practically any army, at the strategic, operational and tactical level, is to have superior forces at the decisive place and time. German doctrine emphasised that it was also important to conduct the main attack, if possible, against the flank and rear of the enemy. This, the Handbook for Tactics Instruction said, was ‘the highest accomplishment in the art of war’. No other European army emphasised the flank attack and the envelopment to the degree that the German army did; the French army advocated the frontal attack and breakthrough.


Units under effective fire could not manoeuvre against the enemy flank. Envelopments were generally only feasible if units not in contact marched against the enemy flank. For this reason the German army at the operational level marched on a very broad front, and at the tactical level deployed early from march column to combat formation.


The Offensive8


In 1914, all European armies emphasised the offensive. It was thought that the future war could be won quickly in big battles, but only by offensive action. The Handbook said that leaders and troops would never choose of their own free will to stand on the defensive. The attacker has the initiative; he can choose the time and place of the attack and mass his forces there, hopefully against weak points in the enemy defences. However, the attacker had to accept that he was going to take heavy casualties. Nevertheless, the will to win and ruthless determination would secure victory, which was all that counted.


Initially the attacker might well suffer higher casualties than the defender, but once the defender was driven from his position his morale and cohesion would be degraded and he would be subjected to pursuit by fire. If the attacker continued the pursuit vigorously, the defender might be completely destroyed.


The German army, going back at least as far as Frederick the Great, had a bias in favour of offensive operations, and this bias was reflected in German training and doctrine before the First World War. The Handbook said that troops attack when they feel themselves to be superior to their enemy; the German army clearly thought that this feeling of superiority was most likely to arise not from superior numbers, though this was possible, but rather from high morale: from the soldier’s confidence in their leaders, their training, tactics and weapons. Attacking was more difficult than defending, but the act of going on the attack itself gave the troops ‘massive moral superiority’.


German doctrine acknowledged that modern firepower had reinforced the effectiveness of defence. As the Boer War had demonstrated, even weak forces on thin, extended fronts could maintain themselves for some considerable time against a frontal attack by superior forces. But firepower could also assist the offensive. If the attacker used the terrain effectively, he could bring his firepower closer and closer to the enemy position. In particular, the attacker could concentrate his fire at a chosen place. If he could do so at vulnerable points, such as a salient in the defensive position, or the flanks, then the firepower advantage would be on the side of the attacker.


It might also be necessary to attack to fix an enemy in place, that is, prevent him from moving his troops, usually to keep the enemy from withdrawing or shifting forces. Fixing an enemy in place would be necessary in order to provide the time for an attack on his flank or rear to be effective. One could attempt to fix an enemy in place by conducting a feint attack, but as a rule the enemy would not be fooled for long and a serious attack would become necessary. In actual practice in August 1914 it was found that at all levels – strategic, operational and tactical – it was nearly impossible to fix an enemy in place. The French were always able to break contact and withdraw.


By adopting the defensive, the defender was acknowledging his inferiority. The defender could chose where he wanted to defend, and prepare his position and the battlefield in order to maximise the effectiveness of his fire, but having done so was forced to wait and react to the enemy’s actions. The Russo-Japanese War proved to the satisfaction of practically the entire European military community that even if the defence were reinforced by modern trench works and machine guns the passive (Russian) defence failed and the (Japanese) offensive succeeded.


A successful defensive battle would only be decisive if it facilitated a counteroffensive. The idea that the defender can throw back the enemy attack, and then go over to the offensive in turn (the elder Moltke’s defensive-offensive concept) was appealing, but, as military history shows, was also unworkable. A better solution was to go on the defensive on one part of the front, perhaps on terrain not suitable for the offensive, where it was possible to employ fewer forces, which would allow stronger forces to take the offensive on another part of the front.


Tactically and operationally all European armies favoured the offensive, for purely military reasons. It does not therefore necessarily follow that these required the strategic offensive or aggressive political goals: strategy and grand strategy are the function of politics, not of tactics and operations.


The Infantry Regiment9


The basic tactical unit was the infantry company. The wartime strength of a German infantry company was five officers (OFF) and 260 enlisted men (EM). The company commander was usually a captain who was responsible for individual, NCO, and squad and platoon training, particularly individual marksmanship and small-unit fire tactics. The company was broken down into a small company command group and three platoons of about eighty men (in practice, between sixty-four and seventy-two men10), each platoon consisting of eight squads, each squad led by a sergeant or corporal.


The German non-commissioned officer corps was a particular strength of the German army. Each peacetime German infantry battalion had between seventy-two and seventy-eight career NCOs, while a war-strength battalion had eighty-five NCOs (including four medical NCOs). These were men who had re-enlisted expressly to become non-commissioned officers. They were carefully selected and provided with excellent training by the company commander and army schools. Individual training was in their hands. The company first sergeant, the ‘mother of the company’, held his position for a considerable period and enjoyed immense prestige and responsibility. The French army was less well provided with NCOs, which was a serious weakness. A French peacetime company usually had only eight NCOs, of which only five were career NCOS.11 The company also included the combat trains, which consisted of the ammunition wagon and the mobile field kitchen, and the field trains, which included a company supply wagon and a rations wagon.


The German infantry battalion consisted of four infantry companies and the battalion headquarters: twenty-six OFF and 1,054 EM. The battalion commander was usually a major, or perhaps a lieutenant colonel. He was assisted by the battalion adjutant, the most capable lieutenant in the battalion, who was the operations officer, and by a rations officer, in combat usually a reserve lieutenant, as well as a surgeon and a paymaster, who was also the NCO in charge of property. Each battalion had eight bicycle messengers, armed with carbines. The company trains were united under battalion control to form the battalion combat trains (four ammunition wagons, four mobile field kitchens, plus the battalion medical wagon) and the battalion field trains (battalion staff wagon, four company supply wagons, four rations wagons, one sundries – tobacco and similar personal use items – wagon, one battalion supply wagon), together nineteen vehicles, thirty-eight horses and forty-seven men. On the march and in combat, the battalion combat trains stayed close to the battalion, while the field trains could be as far as a day’s march behind.


The German infantry regiment was composed of three battalions and a machine gun company: 86 OFF, 3,304 EM, 72 vehicles and 233 horses. The regiment was the most important unit in the German army. The regimental commander was responsible for selecting and training the officer corps. The annual recruit, company and battalion inspections and range firing exercises took place in his presence and largely under his control. Unit pride was directed principally towards the regiment and its history. The regimental commander was a lieutenant colonel or colonel. The regimental staff consisted of three lieutenants: the adjutant (operations officer), an assistant operations officer, and the leader of the field trains (which united all the battalion field trains) as well as the regimental surgeon. The regiment also had a large four-horse wagon with engineering tools: 1,200 small shovels, 275 large shovels, 288 pickaxes, 107 picks, 66 axes, 30 saws and 96 wire cutters. The regimental trains included 72 wagons, 165 EM and 210 horses. In theory the field trains would catch up with the regiment when it billeted or bivouacked, but that rarely happened during mobile operations.


German regiments generally had two designations, first their number within the German army, such as Infanterie-Regiment 154, and then their territorial name, in this case 4. Schlesisch (4th Silesian), or the name of the German state it belonged to, such as Infanterie-Regiment 100 (1. Sächsisches – 1st Saxon). The exceptions were the Prussian Guard and the Bavarian army, which were not numbered within the German army and used only their own designations. German regiments were also frequently given an additional name of famous generals or members of the high aristocracy. According to the history of the regiment, infantry units could also be called Fusiliers or Grenadiers. Hence the 6th Infantry Regiment was really Das Grenadier-Regiment Graf Kleist von Nollendorf (1. Westpreußisches) Nr. 6. In full recognition that this is a cardinal sin against the traditions of the old Imperial German army, for the sake of simplicity we will simply call this regiment IR 6.


Battalions were numbered with Roman numerals I, II, III, and referred to as I/IR 164 (1st Battalion, Infantry Regiment 164). Companies were numbered consecutively within the battalions: the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th companies always belonged to the I Battalion, 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th II Battalion, 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th III battalion. 3rd Company, 1st Battalion, Infantry Regiment 164 was abbreviated 3/I/IR 164 or simply 3/164. The same system applied to cavalry, artillery and engineers.


The tactical organisation of the French infantry was a mirror image of the German. French units were designated first by their number, then arm: for example, 9e Regiment de Infanterie, which we will abbreviate as 9 RI.


Brigade to Corps


An infantry brigade in both the French and German armies consisted of two infantry regiments and a small brigade staff, and was usually commanded by a brigadier general. In the German army an artillery section of three batteries was often attached to the brigade for tactical control. A German infantry division was a combined-arms force, consisting of two infantry brigades, an artillery brigade, a cavalry regiment, in total, twelve infantry battalions, three or four cavalry squadrons, twelve artillery batteries (seventy-two guns) and one or two engineer companies, plus service and support units. Most division commanders were former General Staff officers. The small divisional staff consisted of a General Staff major and the adjutant (personnel officer), surgeon, intendant, JAG and chaplain. A French infantry division was similar, but had only nine four-gun artillery batteries (thirty-six guns), although it was usually supplemented with corps artillery.


A German infantry corps consisted of two infantry divisions. An active corps included a heavy howitzer battalion and an aviation section: a reserve corps had neither. An active corps usually included twenty-four infantry battalions, six cavalry squadrons, twenty-eight artillery batteries (144 field guns, sixteen heavy howitzers), three engineer companies and an aviation section with six aircraft. The corps staff consisted of a chief of staff who was a General Staff colonel, and four sections: I, the General Staff proper, consisting of the Ia, a General Staff major responsible for tactics and the Ib, a General Staff captain responsible for rations, billeting and intelligence; II (Adjutant); IIIa (Supply); IIIb (Surgeon).


A French corps artillery had twelve four-gun batteries of 75mm guns (forty-eight guns) but no heavy artillery. In total, a French corps had 120 field guns. A French corps also included a brigade of reserve infantry composed of two reserve infantry regiments of two battalions each, four reserve infantry battalions in total.


Development of German Training


The high state of German combat training in 1914 did not happen by accident; it was the result of four decades of increasing emphasis on weapons and tactical training, from a low point after the Wars of Unification to the apogee reached in August 1914.


This process is illustrated by the experience of the Field Artillery Regiment 20 (FAR 20), which had its garrisons in Posen and Silesia.12 The FAR 20 regimental historian said that training improved in the 1880s. Nevertheless, it concentrated on horsemanship and on gun drill. Tactics and combined-arms training were limited to large-scale exercises and the autumn manoeuvres, and knowledge of the employment of artillery was considered a black art by the infantry and cavalry. In the 1890s range firing was emphasised, and in this decade a battery in the regiment won the corps Kaiserpreis, the prize for the best score in the annual live-fire exercise, four times.


In 1899 a fundamental reorganisation took place: the artillery was no longer subordinate to the Artillery Department but was made an organic part of the infantry division. This led to real emphasis on combined arms tactics. The establishment of Major Training Areas (MTA) large enough to allow manoeuvre and live fire training, unhindered by safety and manoeuvre damage constraints, led to an exponential increase in the effectiveness of both gunnery and tactical training. Realistic gunnery and tactical training, and particularly training for a manoeuvre battle, became the first priority. The regiment fired at MTA Posen for the first time in 1901, and then at MTA Neuhammer in 1906. The regiment would live-fire at the MTA once or twice every winter and had two weeks to train at the MTA in the summer. Combined-arms training at the MTA became commonplace. A similar development took place in infantry training. By the outbreak of war, forty years of continual improvement in training had made the German regiments technically and tactically proficient. The effectiveness of this training would be borne out on 22 August 1914.


The improvement in training was paralleled by progress in FAR 20’s living conditions and the quality of life in the garrison towns themselves. In the 1880s the regimental barracks were dispersed in the damp and unhealthy forts at Posen and Glogau. A large proportion of personnel were Poles who spoke no German, so that German instruction was included with training. The Polish and Jewish quarters of Posen were desperately poor. Slowly modern, healthy, barracks were built. Nevertheless, a proper officer’s club, which was vital to the regimental officer corps of the day, was not built until 1908. Posen itself became more prosperous and received modern infrastructure and finally a royal palace. By 1914 Posen was a modern city with considerable cultural refinement and FAR 20 lived in good barracks with excellent training facilities.


1906 Exerzier-Reglement für die infanterie13


In his study of the effectiveness of German tactical training in 1914, Liebmann said that the German 1888 combat regulations had to be considered ‘an extraordinary accomplishment’. It marked the decisive change from shock to fire tactics. It also put an end to parade-ground tactics (Revuetaktik) and canned tactical solutions (Normaltaktik). The new regulation fostered and required individual initiative and thought. The skirmisher line became standard in combat.14


The 1906 Exerzier-Reglement für die Infanterie was the base doctrinal tactical document in the pre-war years: there was no combined-arms tactics manual. It is divided into three parts. The first part of the Exerzier-Reglement concerns individual and company training. Individual training includes the personal bearing and movements, as well as manual of arms and operating the rifle. Company training includes movement in closed order, in skirmisher line and fire commands. The second part of the Exerzier-Reglement covers combat doctrine at the company level. There is also a short third section covering parades and an annex for the drum and trumpet signals.


The first four paragraphs of the Exerzier-Reglement state the principles of infantry training and operations in the German army. The infantry was the principal arm on the battlefield, but fought as part of a combined-arms team. Infantrymen must be disciplined and determined, but ‘in particular, combat requires leaders and soldiers who are trained to think and use their initiative’. Training must be thorough, but simple. Lastly, each leader must be granted the maximum amount of latitude to carry out his mission.


German Marksmanship Training and Fire Tactics15


In mid-October of every year each German infantry company would receive about eighty recruits. Initially, they would be grouped together under a recruit training officer. The training day would start at 0530 when the troops were awakened by the NCO serving as the company CQ (Charge of Quarters). The troops would quickly wash, clean and put on their uniforms, make their beds (straw mattresses and wool blankets) clean their quarters and then go to the mess hall to get a breakfast of coffee and Komißbrot, hearty dark bread. Bread is a staple of the German diet and the regimental historian of IR 156 said that the troops liked the Komißbrot, and that, between the healthy rations and the Komißbrot, the recruits thrived and put on weight, in spite of the heavy and continual physical labour. At 0700 began recruit classroom training, focusing on the soldierly virtues: determination, courage in war and obedience to superiors, including the serious admonition that ‘Duty was not an empty word’.


The discovery of smokeless powder in the mid-1880s allowed the development of small-calibre rifles which fired rounds with a muzzle velocity of over 600ms/second, giving the round a much flatter trajectory and ranges over 2,000ms. The first rifle to utilise this technology was the French Lebel 1886/93, an 8mm bolt-action weapon which had an 8-round magazine in a tube below the barrel. The standard German rifle in 1914 was the Gewehr 98, which was issued first to the Chinese Expedition troops in 1900 and the regular army in 1901. It was a magazine-fed, bolt-action rifle, the five-round clip being inserted in front of the open bolt from above. This was a very successful weapon, and remained the standard German infantry rifle throughout both World Wars.16


The recruit training emphasis was not on classroom work but on effective use of the rifle and on learning how to use the terrain in combat conditions. After the recruit learned how to stand in formation (facing movements, manual of arms) and march, the recruit instruction quickly moved out of the barracks square and into the local training area and the surrounding countryside, which was especially useful for the men who were from the urban industrial areas. The author of the IR 6 regimental history wrote:


Commensurate with modern requirements, with the passing of time the training was increasingly conducted in the terrain; daily the recruit detachments could be seen in the very suitable terrain near [the barracks] … running, bounding forward, crawling, aiming at targets and firing blank ammunition … Training wasn’t easy in our hard Posen winters, but given careful supervision by the medical personnel and the hearty meals our recruits, from the Lausitz and Silesia or from Rhineland-Westphalia, developed brilliantly. As soon as the first Christmas vacation every mother could see in this short time what a strapping fellow her son had become. For our splendid recruits from the coal fields the entire recruit period was easy; they were used to hard daily labour, but they benefited especially from lots of exercise in the fresh air.17


The soldier was taught to recognise what targets – human figures – looked like at distances of up to 2,000m and then to estimate the range to those targets. The soldier had to master range estimation if he was to be able to fire his weapon accurately. A rifle bullet travels in a parabola. In order to hit a target at an estimated range of 700m, the rifleman would set his sight at 700m (see Figure 1). This sight setting would cause him to raise the barrel, ensuring that if the weapon were fired accurately the bullet’s parabola would pass through the target at that range. He would also adjust the sight picture so that the sight was oriented on the middle of the target. However, if the sight was set at 700m and the target was 400m away, the bullet would pass over its head. If he had estimated the range to be 400m when it was 700M, the bullet would hit the ground well in front of the target.


In three months the recruit period was ended with the ‘Recruit Inspection’ (Rekrutenbesichtigung), which was held by the regimental commander himself in the terrain, usually the garrison’s local training area. Frequently companies would be inspected by more senior officers; the regimental historian of IR 156 told of Rekrutenbesichtigungen held by the corps commander. This had to be an advantage for all concerned; the senior officers came into immediate contact with the troops and vice versa, in spite of the stress such an event put on the company commander’s nerves. Chosen individuals (in some regiments every recruit) were tested on their conduct as a rifleman. The recruit had to show that he could move forward, low-crawling if necessary, and assume a firing position while using the terrain for cover and concealment; that he could identify targets that appeared unexpectedly, estimate the range, set his sights, accurately aim his rifle, and squeeze off his shot; that he could bound forward as part of a squad conducting fire and movement; that he could give an accurate tactical report.


After recruit training was concluded the company would train as a unit. At 0600 the company would fall in under the first sergeant for morning formation. When the company commander approached, mounted on his horse, the first sergeant commanded ‘Eyes Right!’ The senior officer would report. The company commander would call out ‘Good morning, Company!’ and the troops would reply ‘Good morning, Herr Hauptmann!’ Then the company, musicians in the lead, would march through the streets to the local training area (LTA). Training in the LTA would last all morning. The company would march back to the barracks for lunch, which in Germany is always hot and the main meal of the day. It was a particular pleasure to march in behind the regimental band, which always drew the local girls’ attention. Sometimes afternoon training included gymnastics using various pieces of equipment, or practice road marches. But once again, the most important training was rifle marksmanship. The rifleman was drilled endlessly on the technique of aiming and firing his weapon: sight picture, placement of the cheek on the butt stock (stock weld), breathing and trigger pull, reloading. Weapons were not locked in the arms room but kept in the hallway outside the squad bay: the soldiers even practiced with their weapons during the evening. Individual dry-firing and live-fire was conducted at the garrison firing range. Each soldier was required to complete a prescribed firing table to at least minimum standards, and repeated it until he did so.18


Although individual marksmanship was essential, the goal of German fire tactics was to direct the fire of the entire platoon against a specific enemy target. The platoon was the fire unit in German tactics and the platoon leader, through fire commands, designated the target and the range. The fire of eighty men would not fall at exactly the same range, but some would go over and some fall short (see Figure 2). If the target were at 700m this dispersal would create a beaten zone, called a ‘sheaf’ (Garbe) from 640m range to 760m. The platoon would also spread its fire along the width of the target. The objective of German fire tactics was to place this beaten zone on the enemy unit. The impact of at least some of these rounds would throw up dirt, allowing the platoon leader to judge if his fire was landing properly and adjusting it if it was not. Squad leaders were trained to direct their squad’s fire in the same manner. This system was especially important at medium range (800m–1,200m); while individual aimed fire at medium range was difficult, the platoon’s beaten zone could be effective.


The rate of fire had to be adjusted to meet the tactical situation. The firefight might well last for hours, so the rifleman could not be allowed to expend his basic load of ammunition in the first twenty minutes. The platoon leader would designate the rate of fire, but the rifleman was also trained to fire only when he thought he could get a hit, and on his own initiative to fire slowly or quickly as the tactical situation required. On the other hand, the troops were also taught that if the enemy was hard to see, fire could be directed at his suspected location (suppressive fire). The platoon leader had two range estimators, who acted as his assistants, watching the effectiveness of the platoon’s fire, but also observing the company commander, neighbouring units and the enemy, in order to keep the platoon leader informed; their functions had to be practiced. Platoon combat techniques were mastered as battle drills. Individual soldiers were taught to call out their observations and to pass orders down the firing line. As supports entered the firing line, nearby soldiers told them the target and range. Squad and platoon fire tactics were mastered as dry-fire training at home station and practiced in live-fire exercises, which were conducted at the MTA.


Combat Gunnery19


With the introduction of the Model 1871 rifle, which was capable of accurate fire at ranges far exceeding those of the 1848 Dryse needle gun, the German army, with the Combat Gunnery School at Spandau in the forefront, became serious about combat marksmanship. The Spandau school developed squad, platoon and company graded range-firing exercises, which became mandatory in the entire army. In 1877 these were designated combat gunnery courses. Initially, they were held on temporary ranges established in manoeuvre rights areas (civilian land rented or sequestered for training). Beginning in the 1890s the establishment of the MTA (usually about 8x8kms in size) led to the creation of permanent ranges and an exponential increase in the effectiveness of gunnery training. The Spandau school also conducted demonstration all-arms live-fire exercises. All German company commanders attended one of the Gunnery Schools before assuming command, in a program similar to the US Army’s Master Gunner Course.


The German army taught that the ability of the individual rifleman to use his weapon, as well as the effectiveness of squad and platoon fire, was crucial to obtaining victory. To train and test this ability, the German army required that infantry, engineer and cavalry units fire annual combat gunnery qualification courses while at the MTA. The modern American army still uses a practically identical procedure. The regulations stressed that combat gunnery ranges were to be conducted in as realistic a manner as possible. The targets were not bullseye paper targets, but realistic tactical targets. They could be groups of man-sized silhouettes mounted on sleds pulled by long ropes that would move forward and backwards and would also disappear and then appear for 10–15 seconds, as though the enemy were attacking by bounds. They could also be stationary head-and-shoulders or man-sized pop-up targets (introduced in 1898), which fell over when hit, and were set up depicting firing troops or troops in defensive positions. There were stationary targets that could be turned 90 degrees in order to appear and disappear. Stationary targets could also be set up in rows to depict advancing or withdrawing troops. Targets were also set up in mock villages. The targets were placed irregularly and in large quantity, up to three times as strong as the firing unit, in order to test the unit’s fire control. Targets for squads and platoons were not usually at ranges greater than 1,200m. Since ammunition was in short supply, the troops would also conduct extensive dry-fire practices, or practices with blank ammunition, on these ranges.


The squad, platoon and company live-fires were conducted tactically. There were numerous realistic scenarios (attack, defence, etc: the regulation listed forty-three possible scenarios, and that was not exhaustive). The troops were given a situation and mission, the leader issued an order, deploying the troops in the defence or beginning a forward movement; in the latter case, the movement would commence some distance from the firing range. When the targets appeared the troops would assume a firing position, estimate range, pass orders (perhaps disturbed by drummers replicating combat noise) and open fire. Combat actions might include attaining fire superiority, advancing by bounds and control of fire. A leader could be ‘killed’ and his subordinate would have to assume control of the unit. The situation would dictate the rate of fire: slow fire (one and a half to three rounds per weapon per minute) against distant targets, in poor light and at targets that were difficult to see; high rate of fire (three to seven rounds per minute) against advancing infantry, artillery, machine guns, march columns, or to attain fire superiority and to cover troops making a bound; highest rate of fire (seven to twelve rounds) just before the assault, to defeat an enemy assault, or in sudden close-range contact. Units had to be able to conduct long periods of accurate rapid fire. The umpire would tell the unit what effects the enemy fire was having on their own unit: none, a few casualties, or demoralising losses. The troops might have to dig in during a long firefight. Pursuit by fire was depicted in several of these scenarios. Experience showed that with 100 rifles firing at 100 head-and-shoulders targets set 1.6ms apart at 1,000m range, twenty rounds per weapon (2,000 rounds overall) had to be fired to hit 25 per cent of the targets. 30–40 per cent of the targets hit denoted the attainment of fire superiority. The company would conduct two combat gunnery firings annually, once under battalion control and the second time as graded qualification firing during the regimental exercises. Live-fires always had the character of an inspection and all members of the unit were observed and rated. The evaluation was based first on whether the range estimation was correct and whether the unit’s beaten zone was on target. The percentage of rounds that hit and the number of targets hit were both recorded: the overall evaluation, however, was dependent on the tactical conduct of the troops.


Many units conducted battalion and even regimental live-fire exercises. In 1887 the 1st Foot Guard Regiment held a battalion live-fire exercise against moving targets involving defence, attack, and pursuit. In 1907 the Kaiser established a fund for this regiment to allow it to conduct an annual battalion-sized combat live-fire exercise, including 1,000 rounds per machine gun


The German army was serious about marksmanship and fire tactics. Every soldier had a personal Schiessbuch (marksmanship book). The company’s marksmanship results were kept in a company Schiessbuch. The best individual marksmen were awarded the Schützenabzeichen, a coloured cord attached to their epaulette on their Class A uniform. Officers annually qualified competitively with the rifle. Companies – and their commanders – were rated principally on the basis of their gunnery qualification results. The best company in every corps was awarded the prestigious Kaiserpreis, (in Bavaria the Königspreis) which included a decoration for the company commander, a bust of the Kaiser for the officer’s club and a cloth arm insignia for the members of the company.


Machine Guns20


Each active-army German regiment included a machine gun (MG) company with six weapons, three ammunition wagons, four OFF and ninety-three EM. The MG Company also had a supply wagon, a pack wagon including engineer tools, and wagon for fodder, plus a mobile field kitchen. The MG were transported on wagons and dismounted to fire. The MG sections assigned to cavalry divisions could fire the weapons from gun carriages, like artillery. A French infantry regiment also had six guns, which they carried on mules or horses.


The standard German machine gun in 1914 was the Maxim Maschinengewehr 08, which on its four-legged Schlitten (sled) mount, weighed 57kg (126lbs) and had a five-man crew. The MG 08 was difficult to man-carry: two-man stretcher-carry was possible for short distances, but usually a four-man carry was used. In the four-man carry, each man would also carry a box of ammunition. The crew did not have to carry their packs, which were left on the MG vehicles. The gun commander, equipped with binoculars, directed the fire. The mount provided a very stable firing platform, allowing the gunner to precisely adjust fire using an elevation hand wheel and making slight lateral adjustments by tapping the traversing handles. The ballistic characteristics of the MG round – muzzle velocity, trajectory and range – were practically identical to those of the rifle round. The gun was water-cooled, which provided a high rate of fire, but also required a supply of water. Steam rising from the gun could also give its position away. The French used the air-cooled Hotchkiss, which was almost two kg heavier than the MG 08, but was otherwise comparable. The German MG 08 fed ammunition from a 250-round belt; the Hotchkiss fired a 25-round strip, which had to be changed frequently.


European armies are often criticised for failing to recognise the destructive power of machine gun fire. As a consequence, practically all historians maintain that the infantry attempted to attack machine guns in mass formations and were mown down in rows. In fact, German tactical doctrine fully recognised the power of machine guns. The Exerzier-Reglement was supplemented in 1909 to provide doctrine for the employment of machine guns: the German army therefore had more than three complete annual training cycles to practice with machine guns. The Handbook said that machine guns had attained an ‘extraordinary importance’. They were capable of generating the greatest firepower in the smallest area and in the shortest possible time, quickly producing a decisive effect at the desired place. Immanuel said that ‘the machine gun is the weapon of the future, of immense importance’.


The principal concern when MGs were introduced was the same as that after the fielding of rapid-firing rifles in 1848 and magazine-fed rifles in the 1880s – the troops would quickly shoot off all the MG ammunition. But aside from this restriction, the power of MGs was clear. German infantry doctrine recognised that skirmishers advancing without cover in machinegun fire would take heavy casualties at medium range. Given good observation, skirmishers lying prone could be engaged by MGs out to 1,000m range. An assault on machine guns would result in ‘enormous casualties’. In an army whose tactics centred on directing rifle fire to the desired place and winning fire superiority, the ability to concentrate a high volume of MG fire (cyclic rate of 500 rounds per minute) in a small area was revolutionary. Six MGs concentrating their fire on one target would ‘produce a quick, decisive result’.


Machine guns would best be engaged with artillery or other machine guns. Since MGs could use cover effectively, they would present a difficult target, hard to find and just as hard to hit. Machine guns posed an even more difficult target for infantry fire, requiring a large number of rifles and high expenditure of ammunition, whereas machine guns were able to inflict casualties on the infantry even at long range. Any infantry advance against machine guns required careful use of the terrain and unexpected, quick bounds forward, using the interruptions inherent in MG fire (changing the Hotchkiss 25-round strip, barrel changes). If movement by bounds were no longer possible, the skirmishers should low-crawl until they were within close range, at which point even a squad could take the MG under effective fire.


The German infantry doctrine particularly emphasised that MGs were just as useful in the attack, being able to suppress defensive fire and contribute significantly to winning fire superiority. Because of concern for ammunition re-supply, doctrine called for MGs to be kept in reserve for use at the decisive place and time, and not be committed to long, drawn-out fire fights. Unless MGs could find a good over-watching position, they were to be brought forward into the firing line. Although the water-cooled German MGs, their mounts and ammunition were heavy, doctrine required that the crews man-carry the MGs forward by bounds to keep up with the attack.


In the defence, MGs might be kept in reserve, but the emphasis of the regulation was to employ them from the outset in an over-watching position or on the front line: preparing fields of fire and digging the guns in was important. Choosing flanking positions that allowed fire across the defensive front was considered particularly effective. An important advantage of the machine gun over rifle fire was that the impact of so many rounds in a restricted space made the fire usually easy to observe and adjust. MG fire could be moved quickly and accurately to the exact place that it was wanted, even at long ranges.


The MG 08 was also not an infallible wonder weapon. The history of the 1st Foot Guard Regiment reported that it was too heavy to keep up with the advancing infantry, jammed frequently, and, in spite of the water cooling, required frequent barrel changes (every MG had six spare barrels!).22


For all of the machine gun’s usefulness, only infantry could take and hold ground. An infantry regiment still consisted principally of infantrymen – 3,000 rifle-armed infantrymen as opposed to six machine guns. Machine guns were most effective on exactly the kind of flat, open terrain that the infantry would try to avoid. In rolling terrain, in built-up areas or in woods, where infantry was most effective, the influence of machine guns would be much reduced. On the manoeuvre battlefields of 1914 the MG 08 and the Hotchkiss could be deadly, but could never become the decisive factor; that function was reserved for the infantry.


Bivouac23


Troops that had marched and fought all day needed to rest as comfortably as possible if they were to be able to march and fight the next day. If possible, troops would be billeted in buildings. A large farm could accommodate an infantry company, a large village an entire infantry regiment. The officers might find a bed, but the troops usually slept packed together in a barn on straw. Shelter from inclement weather kept the troops healthy and rested and was an important advantage of billeting, ‘A bad billet is always better than a bivouac.’ On the other hand, there might be a considerable march to the billet at night and from the billet to the assembly area the next morning. For this reason, or because the unit was in close proximity to the enemy, troops might bivouac in the open, if possible near farms or towns: inhabited areas could supply the troops with water. Each German soldier was equipped with a poncho, which he would attach to other soldier’s ponchos to form a tent. Bivouac was practiced in the annual corps manoeuvres.24


There were two methods to awaken and assemble a unit that was in billets or bivouac. The first was a normal ‘alarm’ with bugles and drums, the second, used when close to the enemy, was a ‘quiet alarm’ using low voice commands.


Rations25


Making sure that the troops were well fed was a central concern at all levels of the German army. Troops that were not well fed would simply be unable to conduct the strenuous marches and work required of them in combat. Each command level in the German army had an officer in charge of rations. At corps and division levels this was a career civilian administrator, at regimental and battalion levels the ration officer. The type of rations the troops ate, and whether they had received a hot meal, was a daily entry in the company, battalion and regimental war diaries. The German army was liberally equipped with ration supply vehicles at the corps and army levels, including trucks. Nevertheless, in mobile operations the ration vehicles could not keep up and the German army lived off the land, preferably in the form of ration officers organising the purchase or requisition of bulk foodstuffs from local sources with the cooperation, willing or otherwise, of local government. Payment was in the form of cash or promissory certificates. Frequently the troops requisitioned food on their own, issuing their own promissory notes. They were also not shy about searching abandoned buildings for food. Looting of valuables was a punishable offence.


The German army had only one ‘secret weapon’ in the First World War: each company had a horse-drawn mobile field kitchen, which consisted of a 200-litre cooking kettle and a coffee maker, providing each soldier with three-quarters of a litre of hot food and a quarter litre of hot coffee. The cooking kettle was an airtight double boiler filled with glycerine. Each meal required 16kg wood or 13kg charcoal as fuel. The mess section also carried bread and breakfast in sacks on the ration wagon. In the morning, the mobile field kitchen dispensed hot coffee to the troops (25kg of coffee for a company). The field kitchen was then filled with water and the mess sergeant prepared a stew from the best of what was available. He was thus able to make use of locally procured meats and vegetables. In particular, German units would requisition and slaughter animals for meat, although freshly slaughtered meat is tough and was best cut into small pieces. One meal for a battalion (1,000 men) required two oxen, six pigs or nineteen calves, 750kg bread (if available), 125kg rice or 1,500kg potatoes (or a like quantity of whatever vegetables were at hand). The mess sergeant loaded this into the kettle, and then lit a fire under it and the mobile field kitchen marched with the company, belching smoke as the meal cooked merrily. When the company stopped for chow, the troops had no more to do than line up and be issued with hot food. In case of emergency, the meal could be cut short and the food issued later. In combat, mess sergeants brought the mobile field kitchen far forward after dark to feed the troops. Units that did not have mobile field kitchens, such as field artillery, were envious of the infantry. The combat effectiveness of the German army, and in particular its ability to march prodigious distances, was due in no small part to the mobile field kitchen. The weakness in this system was the inability to bake bread, and as the German army quickly outran their field bakeries, the troops felt the lack of bread keenly.


Each soldier also carried two iron rations cans that could be consumed only on order. A third iron ration was carried in the company ration wagon. The iron ration consisted of canned meat or vegetables, bouillon cubes and Zwieback, salt and sugar, weighing about a pound. The troops liked everything but the Zwieback.


In the French army, each squad carried its own cooking equipment and food and was responsible for preparing its own meals and coffee. This was a timeconsuming process, and in the morning the French soldier often marched out without having had any coffee; in the afternoon, frequently his meal was cooking on the fire when orders would come down to move out immediately and the food would have to be poured on the ground. At the end of the day, and especially after dark, the troops were often too tired to bother with cooking the meal.


It may come as some surprise that the supply system of the French army was little different that the German, and that the French army preferred to live off the land, even when operating on its own territory or in Belgium.


The Infantryman’s Combat Load26


The mobility of an army was based on the individual infantryman’s ability to road-march as well as to move across country. The soldier’s mobility depended on his physical fitness and the load he carried. Everything possible was done to lighten the German soldier’s load, including constructing his canteen and canteen cup from aluminium. The German soldier’s pack (in infantryman’s slang the ‘Affe’, the ape27) weighed 11kg in which he carried a change of underwear, a pair of lace-up boots, a field cap, two iron rations, a washing, cleaning, and sewing kit, tent pegs and rope and thirty rounds of ammunition. His coat, wrapped in his poncho, and his mess kit were attached on the outside. His weapon weighed 4kg. On his combat harness he carried ninety rounds in ammo pouches, his bayonet, bread canister, canteen and entrenching tool. The spiked helmet, or Pickelhaube, was made of leather, not metal. The soldier also carried two combat wound dressings sewn into both front corners of his battle dress blouse. The total combat load, including clothing, weighed about 24–30kg.28 To make sure that he carried only that which was absolutely necessary, his combat load was minutely regulated by strict inspections.


The German soldier practiced road marching during his entire period of service and then again when he was called up for reserve duty, and the road-marching ability of the German infantry was extraordinary. The average rate of march for an infantry unit was 10–12 minutes per km (5–6kph). The normal road-march rate for large formations (divisions and corps) was 4kph. Increasing the rate of march for long distances rarely had any benefit: forced marching consisted of increasing the length of time marched and reducing the rest periods. A normal day’s march was 22–25km, but the German soldier was capable, if necessary, of moving 40km a day or even more, which is essentially the same distance as a marathon. This demonstrates an exceptional degree of physical training, discipline and morale.


On 22 August in the Ardennes the German VIII and V Reserve Corps made forced marches of over 40km to reach the battlefield, in the August heat, choking on dust, which contributed significantly to the German victory. That about 75,000 men, who three weeks previously had been civilians, could accomplish such a feat is astounding. A solid foundation for this accomplishment had been laid in training, such as that conducted by IR 6, a V Corps unit that surely provided many of the soldiers of the V RK: ‘After we had been given the magnificent Wartelager Major Training Area in 1901, roadmarch training increased dramatically. In addition to the yearly marches to and from the training area for regimental and brigade manoeuvres, in practically every major exercise the regiment played the opposing force. That meant daily marches of 50–60km, which benefited training.’29


In combat, unit commanders could direct that the soldier to drop his pack. This would reduce his load by the most cumbersome one-third. The commanders thereby ran the risk that his soldiers would be separated from their packs for a longer period or lose them permanently, and with them the coats that kept the soldier warm, the ponchos that kept him dry and formed the bivouac tents, his iron rations and thirty rounds of ammunition. For those reasons, the German soldier almost always carried his pack into combat.


Before engaging in combat, the company ammunition cart would be unloaded and its contents distributed to the troops (about seventy rounds per man), who would carry the extra ammunition in bandoliers and stuff loose clips into pockets or bread canisters. Movement by bounds was therefore conducted by troops who were carrying sixty to seventy pounds of weapons, ammunition and equipment.


No civilian historian who passes judgment on the German soldier can be considered credible until he can attest to the fact that he has, while carrying a combat load, road-marched 25km, conducted 1,000m of advancing by short rushes, and then spent the night in an open bivouac.


March Column and Deployment into Combat Formation30


One of the greatest problems concerned with mass armies was moving them. Operational manoeuvre could not be conducted cross-country except for short distances. Each unit had to have a road dedicated for its route of march. The standard German march column had a four-man front. An infantry regiment with its combat trains occupied 1,520m of road, its field trains another 390m. An infantry division marching with an advance guard occupied about 15km of road.


In order to fight the unit had to deploy to the left and right of the road. The length of front a division occupied varied with the terrain, but a rule of thumb said that a division attacked on a 3km front and that to deploy the combat elements of a division would take about three hours. An army corps occupied about 28km of road, the corps would deploy on a 5–6km front and deploying a corps would take five and a half to six hours. Behind the troops and the combat trains marched the field trains, the ammunition columns and ration wagons. The field trains of the division occupied 3km of road, the field trains of the entire corps 7km, the light ammunition columns another 14km of road: together the supply wagons occupied 21km of road, nearly as much road space as the combat units.


Most of the space on the road was taken up by horse-drawn wagons. In an infantry corps, the combat units included 1,608 horse-drawn vehicles, the combat and field trains another 1,288. Each of the 158 artillery pieces with its caisson(s) was horse-drawn. Fodder for the horses, especially oats, had the same importance to an army in 1914 as petroleum products have to an army today. Each horse consumed six kilograms of oats, two and a half of hay and one and a half of straw daily, more for heavy draft horses. In 1914 the German army was fortunate that it could requisition its fodder from local sources and did not have to bring it forward from the depots.


Therefore, it was desirable to dedicate a road exclusively for the march of a single division. A corps was the largest unit that could march on one road. Moving two corps on the same road involved severe tactical and logistic difficulties. The combined combat formations and trains for two corps covered 120km of road. The second corps could deploy only on the day after the first. Elaborate measures had to be taken to ensure that the troops could be fed and re-supplied with ammunition.


Command and Control for Movement and Supply


War consists mostly of marching.31 But the usual description of the activities of the German General Staff focuses on strategy or politics. In fact, strategic war games occupied little of the time of only a very few General Staff officers. The real operational purpose of the General Staff, and the reason for its creation, was not to produce strategic brilliance, but to move and supply an army corps, which was an immense and complex undertaking. This is the work that most General Staff officers performed, at the division and corps level. They thereby freed the commanders of such concerns, so that they could perform their own command function, which was to direct tactical combat and operations. The famous secret vade mecum of the General Staff officer, the Taschenbuch des Generalstabsoffiziers (The General Staff Officers Handbook), for which he was personally responsible, said nothing about tactics and operations, and aside from weapons characteristics was concerned solely with the organisational tables of the various units, the length of their march columns and their ration and ammunition requirements. Today, such books are used by the S-4/G-4 (supply officers) and the transportation officer.


In the Ardennes on 21 and 22 August the German General Staff officers usually moved their corps efficiently and without error. The combat power of all the German corps was quickly and effectively deployed and engaged. The French General Staff officers did not perform as well. This is not to say that the French movement was chaotic, but there was excessive friction. Poor organisation of the march of French corps on 21 August meant that many units did not arrive at their bivouacs until long after dark and were unable to put out proper security. On 22 August the French troop-leading procedures were often badly conducted, many times the troops had to march without breakfast and the march columns were not well-organised. Therefore, when contact was made, the French were slower to deploy. Combined with superior German reconnaissance/counter-reconnaissance, the end result was that the Germans were moving their forces at the proper place and time, perhaps fifteen minutes to an hour ahead of the French. This would hardly seem to be a significant advantage, or a reasonable reward for so many years of training and preparation. In fact, this advantage gave the Germans the initiative and laid the foundation for German tactical success in the Ardennes.


Tactical Movement Formations32


The most common formations for cross-country movement were the squad column, the platoon column and the company column. In the squad column, the squad moved in two ranks, the squad leader and four men in the first rank and four men in the second rank. In the platoon column, the platoon was formed in a line of squad columns. It therefore had two ranks and had a forty-man front. If the company were moving in platoon column, the platoons would move one behind the other. In the company column, the company moved with platoons abreast. The platoons were formed in squad column, one squad behind the other. Each platoon therefore had a five-man front. This formation was the easiest to use during an approach march. The company could also move on line. The platoons were then formed abreast, in two ranks. Finally the company could move in squad column, one squad behind the next. The road-marching column was a modified squad column, having a four-man front. As a practical matter, on trails in the woods tactical units could march in single file. There were no battalion or regimental movement formations: the battalions deployed individual companies, as the situation required


These were movement, not combat formations. In enemy fire the only combat formation was the skirmisher line or swarm.


The Infantry Company in the Attack33


Our baseline for discussing German tactics will be the infantry company in the attack. The purpose of German offensive tactics was to place effective fire on the enemy in order to gain fire superiority, and then close with the enemy by means of fire and movement and destroy him in close combat. This litany can now be repeated by probably any infantry officer in the world.


The German army introduced the concept of fire superiority in the groundbreaking 1888 Exerzier-Reglement, and it remained the distinguishing characteristic and cornerstone of German tactics thereafter. Fire included machine gun and artillery fire, but principally it meant rifle fire. Success would be dependant on the training, fire discipline and marksmanship of the individual rifleman. The final assault with the bayonet sealed the enemy’s defeat.


Closed formations, such as march columns, were used for approach marches only and could not be employed under effective infantry fire. High and deep targets, such as standing or marching troops in closed formation, could be engaged successfully at long range, which was from 1,200m out to the maximum effective range of the weapon. At medium range (1,200m to 800m), such targets would be destroyed. Low, dense targets could also be engaged successfully at medium range.


When the company anticipated making contact it would deploy from company march column into platoon columns and then, if necessary, into squad columns. Smaller columns were easier to control and able to utilise the terrain and therefore allowed quick movement. Frequently, the company would deploy with two platoons in front with one platoon floowing about 300 metres in support (far enough not to be hit by the small arms fire or artillery shrapnel fire directed at the lead elements), but any other formation that met the requirements imposed by the terrain and situation were permissible. The company would continue to close with the enemy while in platoon or squad column for as long as possible, until it received effective enemy fire. The company would then deploy into skirmishers.


The German army used only one infantry combat ‘formation’, and that was the skirmisher line or swarm. The ‘normal’ distance between skirmishers was two paces (1.6m, which sometimes grew to 2m), and was called a ‘dense’ skirmisher line, but this distance would be greater in more open terrain. One gunnery qualification problem called for a skirmisher line with four pace (3.2m) intervals. Dense skirmish lines were easier to control and provided greater firepower, but were also better targets for defensive fire. Looser skirmisher swarms might theoretically suffer fewer casualties to enemy fire, but the looser they were the more difficult they became to control, while reducing the unit’s firepower; too much dispersion compromised the unit’s ability to accomplish its mission. It was also very difficult to significantly change the direction of advance of a skirmisher line, which is one reason why the approach march was continued in squad, platoon or company column for as long as possible.


Skirmisher lines moving in the open could be engaged at medium and even long ranges. It was important for skirmishers to move irregularly, by bounds, using all available cover and concealment.34 The bounds would probably be by platoon, or by squad. If enemy fire was weak or inaccurate, the bounds could be as long as 80m: if it was strong and effective, much less. At the early stage, bounds might be made at a walk. Each platoon might also advance in several waves of skirmishers with 5–6m intervals between skirmishers. The company would advance as close to the enemy as possible and then take a position and return fire. A rule of thumb was that the range for opening fire should be 700m, but in terrain that offered good cover and concealment it might be closer, in open terrain farther away. Behind the firing line the supports (successive waves of skirmishers from the same platoon) and reserve platoons would also advance by bounds, utilizing all available cover and concealment. The reserve platoons could advance in skirmisher lines or as squad or platoon columns (see illustrations).


Effective use of terrain played an essential role in German offensive tactics. If possible, attacking units were to avoid open ground and use the terrain that provided the most cover and concealment. However, it was unlikely that the defender would be so accommodating; rather, he would strive to defend on open terrain that provided him with the best fields of fire. In this case, the attacker would advance in waves of loose, open skirmisher lines with expanded intervals between skirmishers. When the first skirmisher line had bounded forward to a position suitable for beginning the firefight, it would stop and take cover. It would not, however, immediately open fire. Rather, it would wait until the successive skirmisher lines had come forward to form the dense skirmisher line, which alone could generate enough firepower to prosecute the firefight successfully.
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