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Introduction





The infantry commander shouts Drauf!, and we rush forward. But where is the expected enemy fire? There is hardly any. His line is not so near as we thought and we had to run. I soon became out of breath and couldn’t see out of the eye pieces of my gas mask so I tore it off. After all we thought this was going to be our last day; there isn’t going to be any escape for us … There was a little machine gun fire and some of our chaps caught it. Leutnant Wiese was hit and the man carrying the explosive with me either fell over or was wounded … Then we reached the barbed wire, our objective. But there is nothing for us to do. The wire is completely destroyed. There wasn’t really any trench left, just craters and craters. Now I looked back the way we had come and there was a swarm of men following, I couldn’t stop a lump coming to my throat. Only a few of the enemy had survived the storm; some were wounded. They stood with their hands up.





Such was the experience of Gefreiter Paul Kretschmer of the 28th Pioneer Battalion on the morning of 21 March 1918: the opening of Operation Michael, the Kaiserschlacht, or Kaiser offensive. The men that followed the pioneers – ultimately seventy-six infantry assault and mobile divisons – attacked across a swathe of more than fifty miles of the Western Front, all the way from Arras in the north to La Fere in the south. Their aim was to break the front, and tear the British from their French Allies, in an attack which was designed as a precursor to further thrusts which might strike all the way to the sea, and end four long years of conflict. This was, in Ludendorff’s words, ‘an operation in which we could bring to bear the whole of our superiority’, it was ‘our great object’. If successful it could be a victory that would so shake Lloyd George and Clemenceau as to bring them to the peace table.


To many it would later seem as if the rule book of war had been torn up and thrown away. The advancing troops came on, not in lines, but small knots and strings, through the fog, gas and smoke, picking at the weakest parts of the defence. Light machine guns supported riflemen and grenadiers into the trench lines, and enemy posts were now hit from the flanks or rear. Flame-throwers and charges dealt with deeper bunkers; the remaining wire was blown or cut. Small mortars were carried forward to support platoons. Individual soldiers did not attempt to carry all their impedimenta in clumsy packs, but adopted assault gear with an emphasis on Nahkampfmittel, or the weapons of close combat. These ‘Stormtroops’ received orders from their officers, but frequently NCOs, even individual soldiers, were left to decide how best to carry them out. Fire served to keep the enemy heads down whilst comrades dashed forward – what would become known as ‘fire and movement’. The first waves bypassed serious resistance, and where a major strong point was encountered the assault troops worked their way around. Like water forcing its way through a failing dam, the little trickles through tiny holes were followed by torrents – complete companies and battalions. Large bodies were now deployed to surround or destroy the demoralised men who found themselves trapped behind the German line. Artillery was deputed to respond directly to the needs of the attacking troops and not simply restricted to lengthy hammering.


Sometimes this seemed like some crazy exercise where the controlling hands had failed to remember to fix stop lines. This was no ‘bite and hold’: units often went on and on until they were stopped or could attack no more. Positions were not taken head-on but infiltrated. Reinforcements went not to the places where trouble was encountered, but to the points where resistance was at its weakest.


The overture to this Wagnerian performance was a furious five-hour bombardment played on 10,000 tubes of ordnance, 6,600 guns and 3,500 mortars. It was not a mindless cacophony, but a piece carefully orchestrated by Oberst Bruchmüller in seven movements. The first was ‘surprise fire’, with every heavy weapon opening up suddenly at 4.40 a.m., so as to catch the unwary out of cover, or without their gas masks at the ready. Like many good scores, the next passages were played more softly, squalls of shells creating curtains of whizzing steel to isolate reserves, or catch them where they concentrated. Some targets were purposely left unstruck, only to be deluged as soon as the men and guns stationed there attempted to intervene. At one Royal Artillery battery it was recorded that there had been almost no incoming fire for two hours, until at last they themselves started to shoot, and several accurate shells per minute were the immediate reply – counter-battery fire hampering the British gunners’ attempts to support their infantry.


Though the barrage moved to a final crescendo, the last movement was more Strauss than Wagner: a teasing Feuerwalze, or creeping barrage, which rolled back and forth across the British positions. Men would take cover, the barrage would pass, men would emerge from their dugouts again and the shells would suddenly descend once more onto haplessly exposed targets. Yet the object of what was a fairly short bombardment by standards of the time was not merely to kill and maim; the shoots were planned to hit communication centres and command posts, to blind and dazzle the enemy ability to control. From behind this curtain the assault troops made their surprise entrance as quickly as possible, leaving dazed defenders no time to man their observation posts or machine guns.


By the end of the day many of the German units had advanced more than three miles. Just over two weeks later when the literal fog and the fog of war had both cleared, the extremity of the penetration at the juncture of the British and French forces was about forty miles, and a jagged rip of about fifty miles holed the old front line. By the standards of Napoleon these may not have been vast distances, but by the yardstick of the Western Front this was light speed – at Passchendaele, the third major battle of Ypres which had happened just six months earlier, the British and Canadians had crept forward at an average of about fifty metres per day. Now shells from the mightiest guns yet conceived, the Wilhelmgeschütze, screamed down on central Paris from a range of seventy miles, and some hundreds of French civilians would be killed. General Gough’s enervated 5th Army had been thrown back not once, but several times, its tenuous foothold slipping and sliding under repeated blows. Gough was sacked.


Included in the 1,000 square miles of France that the German armies had captured was the old Somme battlefield of 1916 – a mere fragment of the territory which Hindenburg’s men had now seized. This corner of the field had required of the British an hitherto unprecedented casualty bill to take in over four months of painful fighting, an attritional struggle which had shocked an otherwise stoic British public to the core. For a while it looked as though the German gamble might succeed. According to Field Marshal Douglas Haig’s own account, French commander General Henri-Philippe Pétain, acclaimed victor of Verdun, now had the appearance of one ‘in a funk’ who had ‘lost his nerve’. Even King George V showed signs of ‘anxiety’ during his visit to GHQ.


Such extraordinary events needed extraordinary explanations, and preferably ones that impugned the reputations of neither Allies nor the most senior British generals and politicians. Simple concepts were better still. Such explanations were soon found. Perhaps the most important of these was that the German ‘Stormtroop tactics’ had been developed in secret, on the Eastern Front, and had come as a surprise. Even those defeated in November 1918 would take solace in the myth of the Stormtrooper as symbolic of German will and determination in the face of overwhelming odds. According to the official version a step change in tactics had occured in March 1918, and no wonder then that there had been successes. The miracle was that the British were themselves able to adopt these ‘new’ methods quickly, turning them so effectively against their inventors just a few months later. Fifty years after the event it was still being claimed by some that the tactics which had apparently electrified the infantry battle were essentially the work of one man, General Oskar von Hutier (1857–1934), commander of the Eighteenth Army, whose cunning ruses had first been played out against Riga in September of the previous year.


Like all plausible misdirections, or partial understandings, the story of Stormtroop victory in March 1918 was based in truth. Yet the idea that shock tactics were some immaculate conception, and that ignorance and failure to think about the problems of the ‘attack in position warfare’ had dominated both sides of the line until that point, were complete fantasies. In fact, new tactical development had begun almost as soon as the old tactics had failed. The search for ways to break through the seemingly unassailable lines started as the first trenches were dug. Equally importantly, German theorists had not worked in a vacuum: ideas were tried out against French and British combatants, and both sides learned from their mistakes. New tactical manuals were written, and were captured and translated – sometimes very quickly. In some instances it is now difficult to determine whether a particular tactical concept was actually evolved by one side or the other. In any event the package that was the revolution in infantry combat came about little by little. In some cases the Germans established a short-lived lead, in others they did not.


Perhaps of almost equal importance was the misinterpretation of the Stormtrooper as one of the élite soldiers, to be regarded in an entirely different manner from the run-of-the-mill infantryman. Something of the sort happened: but it was never intended to be the case, the whole idea was to perfect tactics and teach them to all. Failure to train everyone to an equal standard resulted in the appearance of an élite – but by 1918 separate experimental units bearing a ‘storm’ designation were actually being reduced. Lastly there also appeared a fallacy – an extremely dangerous one – that somehow the new ‘intelligent’ tactics were less costly in terms of human life than the evils of ‘stupid’ trench warfare. In fact the reverse quickly proved to be true. As common sense would seem to have suggested, leaving the relative safety of holes in the ground to do battle with a determined foe was extremely perilous. Just as dangerous in fact as in 1914. This was not, however, something that anyone particularly cared to point out; either to recruits or to the public.




1


The Problem of Attack


The European powers may have had very different reasons for going to war in 1914, and many varied objectives, but when it came to their detailed expectations of battle and tactics these were surprisingly similar: the war would be short, and it would be won by the side which attacked most determinedly and persistently. The majority opinion in Germany was definitely that any war would be over quickly. After all, there were plenty of examples of wars since 1860 involving Germany, or German states, which had been very brief. The conclusion of these wars had usually been to the German advantage, and over the years, particularly under the guidance of the Iron Chancellor, Bismarck, war had been widely accepted as an instrument of policy.


The War of the Danish Duchies in 1864 lasted less than six months, and led to the occupation of Schleswig. Famously, the war in 1866 had been a ‘seven weeks war’. It ended in Austria’s total defeat, and the reining in of Hanover and other hitherto independent states in northern Germany, effectively adding five million people to the Prussian lands in the North German Confederation. The Franco-Prussian War was declared on 19 July 1870, and ended six months later with French capitulation. Paris had been besieged and Alsace and Lorraine seized for Prussia. At the same time the remaining independent states (most importantly Bavaria, Baden and Wurttemberg), were finally influenced to make King Wilhelm of Prussia, Emperor Wilhelm I of Germany. The Second Empire was declared at Versailles on 1 January 1871. The widespread conclusion for many patriotic Germans was that wars were usually quick, and in the longer term a good thing, despite short-term sacrifice. Strangely, and despite his posturing and love of military uniforms and manoeuvres, Wilhelm II, who ascended the throne in 1888, would face stinging criticism declaring him a ‘Peace Kaiser’.


Whilst the general expectation was of a short war, there were voices – surprisingly little heeded at the time – that suggested that any major European struggle between wealthy, heavily populated, and industrialised nations was likely to be both bloody and protracted. Some General Staff planners raised doubts: perhaps the war would not be won in a single campaign, or perhaps the artillery would be insufficient to deal with French and Belgian forts. There were also influential individuals who held contrary views. Amongst these were at least two who were extremely well placed to take an informed position: in Britain, Lord Kitchener, who immediately saw the war as a matter of ‘years’, rather than months; and in Germany, Helmuth von Moltke the younger, who was more pessimistic in private than his public face would suggest. In 1905, before he came to the pinnacle of his career as Chief of the General Staff, the brooding Moltke had even offered the surprising opinion that a general European war might be a war ‘of murder’. Rather than agreeing with many of his contemporaries who prophesied that any conflict would be over in a year, he foresaw a ‘people’s war’ which would turn into a ‘long, difficult, painful struggle’. If anything, however, this percipience made him bend his efforts all the more towards finding a way to end the titanic struggle quickly. His calculation that reforms in both France and Russia would improve their military efficiency only added greater urgency to the need for a swift war – one that would be started soon. So it was that after 1906 Schlieffen’s now infamous plan was not jettisoned, but modified, still with the major objective of finishing France as rapidly as possible.


There were even tacticians, albeit some of the more erudite theoretical school, who had begun to suggest the idea that weapons had advanced to the stage where present offensive tactics would be ineffective or unworkable. Though events would demonstrate that there was more than a grain of truth in this line of reasoning, none was to offer any definitive solution to the problem he had postulated. In such a vacuum it was scarcely surprising that relatively little investment was made in the development of radically new infantry tactics to meet situations which might, or might not, arise in the event of war. Nevertheless, there were certain practical matters which could be adjusted, and were considered at length long before 1914. Formations, for example, had been changed in the past, and history taught that judicial alterations could be efficacious.


Whether ‘open’ or ‘closed’ order formations were more suitable had been a debate which had been going on in the Prussian army even before Germany itself came into existence as a nation state. After the Bruderkrieg war of 1866 which pitted Prussia against Austria, there had been a move towards accepting that modern, rifled small arms had given a new advantage to the defence. There was therefore some questioning of the accepted adage that no war could be won without vigourous offensive action. It was, however, extremely hard to formulate new infantry tactics, not only against the background of an ‘attack orthodoxy’, but the very real problem that more dispersed formations meant more dispersed fire, and more difficult command. History seemed to suggest that although skirmishers could exact terrible casualties on formed bodies of troops, when it came to solid bodies closing on scattered skirmishers, the latter had no option but to retire, or be completely overwhelmed by the denser unit.


By the first battles of the Franco-Prussian war it had become usual to push more troops into the ‘skirmish line’ early in an action, but still this was regarded as a mere preliminary to the real fight. Only after August 1870 and the slaughterhouse of St Privat when the Prussian Guard lost 6,000 men in half an hour, was it finally determined that existing practice had to be seriously modified. So it was that many of the infantry actions in the later stages of the war relied on skirmish lines, rather than deeper formations, to carry the burden of the action. Moreover, full advantage was now taken of the fact that soldiers armed with breech loaders in general, and not just designated skirmishers, could fire from the prone position. Shooting when lying down offered the significant benefits that the shooter was a smaller target and more difficult to see. At the same time, having both elbows and the body on the ground offered a firm tripod to the rifle, and produced far more accurate fire than could be maintained by a soldier standing up, breathing hard, and with the muzzle of his gun wavering around as he picked out a target.


Infantry combat would never be quite the same again. As A.H. Atteridge remarked, writing in 1915:





After these terrible days the old close order was doomed. The skirmishing line became henceforth recognised as the firing line. Instead of merely clearing the way for lines and masses of troops to follow, it was gradually to work its way forward, fed from the rear by reinforcements to replace its losses. It was to be just dense enough to bring as many rifles as possible into action. It was to be supported by other lines in the same open order from which it could be fed with men and ammunition, and the decision would be produced by its beating down the fire of the opposing enemy, and as this return fire weakened the moment would come when the supports in rear could go forward with the firing line to clear the hostile position.


This new kind of fighting evolved itself at first without any precise orders or directions. Officers and men found they could only get forward by opening out, feeding the firing line, and working onwards from cover to cover. In the battles of earlier days it was only the skirmisher who could lie down behind a rock or bank under fire to take cover; for the officers and men of the main fighting line such an attitude would have been regarded as cowardly. But under the storm of bullets from new rifles, taking cover became a necessity. For the German Army of 1870 battle experiences gave very plain lessons, which however were only learned with much sacrifice of life. In the second stage of the war the Staff began to embody these lessons in provisional regulations and orders.





A good example of the latest practice was by described by Prince Kraft zu Hohenlohe-Ingelfingen, during an attack by two battalions of the Franz regiment at Le Bourget in October 1870:





The officer commanding this regiment had already practised the attack … Accordingly he sent forward the whole of the leading line, which consisted of two companies, in thick swarms of skirmishers, and made them advance over the open ground in two parts (by wings) which alternately ran in 300 paces. After each rush the whole wing which made it, threw itself down, and found cover among the high potatoes: there they recovered their breath while the other wing rushed in. As soon as they arrived within range of the needle gun [a rifle whose cartridge was activated by a needle-type striker], the wing which was lying down opened a fire of skirmishers on that edge of the village which they were attacking. I can still remember, as I write, the delight which we felt as from our positions we watched this attack which had been so carefully thought out, and was so well carried through. The best thing was that, as the commander of the regiment assured me, these troops suffered no loss up to the time when they reached the edge of the village.





It was also clear that the balance of power between the various ‘arms of service’ was altering – indeed, had altered. Whilst at the start of the nineteenth century the cavalry had, often correctly, been identified as a battle-winning weapon, its performance in 1870 had been at best uncertain. Whilst cavalry could certainly get from one point to another more quickly than the infantry, this was essentially a tactical rather than a grand strategic advantage. Any army that wanted to go a long way in the European theatre would now undoubtedly do so by train or ship. Cavalry clearly maintained a significant niche, particularly as scouts and mounted infantry were able to spot the enemy and create flexible outposts and screens that covered other formations very effectively. Nevertheless, the old near-monopoly of the rider as order carrier was under threat. Messages could now be sent from town to town, if not from unit to unit, by Samuel Morse’s telegraph. Indeed, the Berlin Treaty of 1851 had long since produced a modified version of ‘Morse Code’, which (unlike the original American Morse) contained accented letters and other measures, making the transmission of European languages easier.


Yet it was in the actual clash of arms (what had been its old charging ‘heavy’ or ‘battle’ cavalry role) that the reputation of mounted troops was most in jeopardy. Horsemen could be stopped by bullets and shells very effectively, and when the men shooting at them were doing so from inaccessible cover, a cavalryman who remained on his steed was powerless to do anything about it except ride away as quickly as possible. The best practice for the most ‘modern’ cavalry was therefore to get off the horse when it ceased to be useful, and start using rifles – much to the chagrin of the traditionalists. That the sabre in particular was long past its best was ably demonstrated by the French Colonel T. Bonie. Examination of German medical corps statistics from the Franco-Prussian conflict showed that of 65,000 reported casualties on their lists, only six died and 212 were wounded by swords. This suggested that just one-third of one per cent of the damage on the battlefield was inflicted by the edged weapons of the cavalry, and those that were actually killed in this way were a vanishingly small proportion of the total.


Over the next few years the infantryman’s firearm became ever more effective, and by the 1880s most powers had adopted a magazine rifle. Cavalry tended to follow suit with abbreviated versions of the longer infantry rifles. The German army, hitherto armed with a single-shot, 1871 model Mauser, moved on to an improved 1884 type during the later part of the decade. This had an eight-round tube magazine under the barrel. Nevertheless, it was soon surpassed in technical excellence by the French 1886 model Lebel, which used a more-powerful cartridge of smokeless powder. In a spurt of breakneck development, the Germans replied with the swift appearance of the Gewehr 88, an 1888 model which married many of the benefits of the recent Mauser and Mannlicher patterns, including the latest ‘box’ magazine. The last German rifle to be introduced before the outbreak of the First World War was arguably a design classic: the Gewehr 98 Mauser. This was highly accurate and provided with sights for shooting at anything up to 2,000 metres, though only the best shots could hope to score hits on anything but extremely large targets at such prodigious range. Long and elegant, the G98 had a five-round box magazine integral to the wooden furniture. From 1905 the G98 was brought fully up to date to use the latest ‘S-Patrone’, a cartridge with a pointed, streamlined bullet. Though the emphasis in training was on deliberate, carefully sighted fire, a novice could easily manage five or more aimed rounds in a minute and trained shooters, ten. Fitted with one of the several models of sword or knife bayonet, the rifle was also well calculated to give maximum reach in a bayonet fight.


It was also during the last decade of the nineteenth century and first decade of the twentieth that the machine gun was finally and decisively embraced by the German military. The French Mitrailleuse had played a modest part in the Franco-Prussian War, but this was not a true ‘machine’ gun as it required hand cranking like the Gatling of old. It had also been deployed on carriages with large wheels, like a light artillery piece. Truly automatic weapons, which continued to fire as long as a trigger was depressed and ammunition was in the feed mechanism, dated from the invention of Hiram S. Maxim’s famous gun in the early 1880s. Early examples reached Germany not long afterwards, but, initially at least, lacked a champion to push them forward, or a recognised tactical purpose. Trials at Spandau arsenal in 1888 fascinated observers, but led to no immediate orders.


In 1894, however, Prince Albert Edward, later to be King Edward VII, visited the arsenal in the company of the Kaiser for a further display. This time a Maxim gun was set up in competition with Gatling, Nordenfelt, and Gardner guns. As Maxim himself later explained:





Three hundred and thirty-three rounds were to be fired from each gun at a target at a range of two hundred metres. The old Gatling gun was worked by four men, and got through with the cartridges in little less than a minute. The same number of men fired the same number of rounds in the Gardner gun in little over a minute. The Nordenfelt was also fired and did just about the same. Then one man advanced, took his seat at the trail of the Maxim gun, touched a button and 333 cartridges went off in less than half a minute. They examined the targets and found that the hand worked guns had made bad targets because the guns themselves had participated in the action of the lever or crank. All the projectiles from the Maxim gun were in the bull’s-eye and the whole centre of it had been shot away. The Emperor walked back, examined the gun, and, placing his finger on it, said: ‘That is the gun – there is no other.’





With this Imperial endorsement some purchases of Maxim guns were now made, the Navy being one of the first customers. At first the Prussian War Ministry gave land service Maxims to the artillery to determine what their ‘successful purpose’ might be in battle. Probably correctly, the artillery branch failed to identify the weapon as suitable to its arm of service, and passed the new guns on to the Jäger (literally ‘hunter’ – but better translated as ‘light infantry’) battalions in 1898. Various manoeuvres and tests followed, provoking the initial conclusion that machine guns were best grouped in units of six, so that some guns of the group would keep firing even if one or more suffered mechanical malfunction in action. In 1899 Friedrich von Bernhardi, in his book Our Cavalry in the Next War, was one of several voices to speak up in favour of giving some machine weapons to the mounted regiments. For the time being therefore, the home of the machine gun would be with the Jäger, cavalry or fortress troops, depending on circumstance.


To some extent the rather uncertain footing of the machine gun in the German military was made more sure with the turn of the century, for by then there were a number of combat examples from other parts of the world which enthusiasts could point to as showing the utility of the new weapon. A 1901 model Maxim was adopted by the army, and, given home production of the gun, development and procurement were significantly eased. By 1904 there were sixteen army machine gun detachments. A new model of machine gun appeared in 1908, and it was this which would bear the main burden of service in World War I. It was now all too apparent that whatever had been achieved in the 1870s with single-shot weapons would, if anything, be far surpassed by the new generation of efficient ‘repeating’ and ‘machine’ firearms. Whilst there was continued worry that magazines and swift shooting would lead to profligate expenditure of ammunition, even bloodier battles were a near certainty.


Despite these inventions and realisations, the argument between solid and open battle formations was by no means resolved. Periodically, the subject would be revisited by the critics of dispersion, such as Jakob Meckel and Fritz Honig, with the result that the drill regulations of 1888 were no unequivocal endorsement of the skirmish line as a battle-winning technique. In 1900, following British defeats at the hands of Boer irregulars, the whole matter would be reopened again. Indeed so far did interest in ‘Boer tactics’ extend that in 1902 General von Moltke mounted an exercise at Doberitz outside Berlin to test similar methods. Later the ‘Boer attack’ was demonstrated at Tempelhof to the Kaiser, who, being a great enthusiast of many a novelty, endorsed the idea immediately. Nevertheless, it is arguable that in their German incarnation ‘Boer tactics’ were very much a watered-down version of what had happened on the veldt – they involved many more men in a far smaller space, used relatively little of what might now be called ‘field craft’, and were practised in the abstract rather than learned practically. Moreover, critics now raised the argument that firepower was being misunderstood. As one contributor to the Military Weekly put it: ‘Isn’t firepower cover of a sort?’ Even the cavalry arm now enjoyed something of a resurgence.


Before long, there were new, foreign models to consider. In the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 to 1905 the Japanese triumphed, apparently using techniques which were not dissimilar to those in use by the German Army. The great siege at Port Arthur helped stimulate interest in mortars, grenades, heavy artillery and other equipment. It also led to a rapid expansion in the number of machine guns – up to an establishment of six per regiment with the line infantry, and six per battalion in the Jäger. However, the battles in Manchuria did not appear to invalidate existing infantry tactics. Certainly, siege warfare had played its part, but masterful infantry action had carried the day when it seemed to matter. The war had been costly, but this appeared only to vindicate the idea that tactics needed modification, rather than a total revision.


The upshot of experience, both German and international, was that the Drill Regulations of 1906 were something of a hybrid between solid lines and true dispersion. As the company instructions explained:





The change from close to extended order is effected through the formation of skirmish lines. In these the intervals between skirmishers may differ. If the interval be not designated in the command, two paces are taken; if any other interval is desired it must be ordered. Loose skirmish lines result if the interval is greater than two paces, and compact ones if less. Very large intervals increase the difficulty of leading; the minimum interval must still permit the skirmisher free use of his piece … In extended order the soldier is not bound rigorously to a definite place, nor to a strict military carriage, nor is the handling of the piece to be strictly in accordance with the prescribed manual. On the contrary, he is required to be dextrous in the use of his weapon and in utilising the terrain, self reliant, and unremitting in attention to his leaders and observation of the enemy. Judgement, self reliance, and boldness must be awakened in the breast of the young soldier and in the course of his service be continually strengthened.





Such deployments would put particular emphasis on the role of the junior leader, their positions in the firing line being whatever was rendered necessary by the enemy’s fire, with all ‘Gefreiter [lance corporals] and especially suitable men [being] trained as squad leaders’. When an individual took up a firing position the key consideration was that he obtain ‘effective fire’, subordinating ‘all considerations of cover’ to this end. Only when not firing were soldiers to take up optimum positions for both screening themselves from view and enemy fire. In open country it was assumed that when under fire soldiers would go prone, and that they would be trained in the use of the entrenching tool, so as to provide cover rapidly ‘even when lying down’.


Fire training for the individual marksman was deemed of great significance, and to this end it was recommended: ‘the rifle must be placed in the hands of the recruit a few days after his arrival’. Primary training involved the ‘fundamental principles’ of small-arms fire, use of ground, target recognition and distance estimation. Once some facility had been obtained in loading and aiming, troops were to be practised on various types of ground, with simple attack and defence battle manoeuvres included. No time was to be wasted: ‘the soldier must be trained to load quickly, to adjust the sight rapidly and accurately, and to aim promptly and calmly against targets which are able to open fire quickly’. How rapid the actual firing was to be was largely dictated by the conditions. Long range, poor light and long periods of action required greater care with aim-taking and economy of ammunition expenditure. Movement of the enemy would, however, be likely to provide opportunities where ‘increased rapidity of fire’ was well rewarded by its effect. The fastest shooting was needed in the attack during final preparation for a charge; in the defence, to check the enemy during any sudden close encounter and during a pursuit. Commanders were expected to observe the fall of shot and reaction of the opposition by means of field glasses, and correct the men accordingly.


When platoons were in extended order it was likely that different conditions would apply to different parts of the front, some squads being completely under cover, others able to observe the enemy. This would frequently make ‘uniform movement’ impossible, and fire control difficult. Under such circumstances each squad leader was expected to control the fire of his squad, and ‘to utilise without command, every opportunity which presents itself for approaching the enemy, and to support each movement of the neighbouring squads by means of his fire’. Volleys were seldom practical on the battlefield, but might be useful where the enemy was to be taken by surprise.


Organised fire and movement was certainly part of the overall plan, but usually by platoons whenever possible. As paragraph 170 of the Drill Regulations explained:





After the platoon has opened fire, well prepared platoon rushes, supported by the fire of neighbouring units, form the simplest and quickest means of advancing. When platoon rushes become difficult, subdivision of the front into smaller units advancing alternately will become necessary. The manner in which the half platoons or squads then advance will be irregular and varied. They can, while rushing forward, spread out as much as the fire of neighbouring detachments permits and unite again under cover. They can advance by file, or even individually, and also gain ground by creeping.





When commanded to make a rush, troops were expected to close the bolts of their rifles and shut their cartridge boxes without specific orders, moving on the command ‘forward march, march’. Hereupon, ‘the skirmishers jump up and rush forward’. The length of each rush was to be as long as possible under the specific circumstances, but this was seldom more than eighty metres. Very short rushes were useful in that they permitted the men to go prone again very quickly, affording the enemy little time to aim and fire at them.


Getting as near as possible to pour in fire was seen as the surest way to ‘demoralise’ the enemy, but an actual charge and close to contact was seen as the usual conclusion to a successful action. Charges by complete units were commonly ordered by the company commander, and could be delivered in close order. They would begin with the fixing of bayonets, and a rapid advance at about 120 paces per minute. Drums and bugles would sound the signal for ‘advance quickly’. When the assaulting troops reached the best distance from the enemy the command ‘Charge … Bayonet! Hurra!’ was to be given. At this,





the leading rank charges bayonet [levels weapons at the enemy], everyone continually huzzaing, rushes on the enemy for the hand to hand encounter, until the command ‘Company Halt’ is given. The two front ranks bring their pieces to the ‘ready’. If the enemy is beaten, a pursuing fire is, by command, opened as soon as possible, and if space is available the troops are deployed.





Perhaps surprisingly, ‘cold steel’ was by no means dead as a tactical concept in the run-up to war. In 1911 the respected tactician Colonel Balck even went so far as to state:





The soldier should not be taught to shrink from the bayonet attack, but to seek it. If the infantry is deprived of the arme blanche, if the impossibility of bayonet fighting is preached, and the soldier is never given an opportunity in time of peace of defending himself, man to man, with his weapon in bayonet fencing, an infantry will be developed, which is unsuitable for attack and which, moreover, lacks a most essential quality, viz., the moral power to reach the enemy’s position.





Part of the argument was that the bayonet was the ultimate boost to confidence. It might be true that few men would be killed, or even injured, by a bayonet charge – but if the enemy turned and fled the job was done. Close action also seemed to support the idea of close formations, and the advantage of mass. As late as 1912 there were still influential voices speaking up for greater, rather than reduced, numbers of troops in a given space on the battlefield. The Chief of the Bavarian General Staff, Konrad Krafft von Dellmensingen, was certainly not alone when he suggested that the existing infantry tactics were not sufficiently aggressive and that with dispersal ‘everything flits and falls apart in endless space’.


According to Atteridge, reviewing the struggle of 1914 very soon after the event, it was the question of density that proved critical:





The German drill books and army regulations never explicitly adopted the return to close order for which Meckel pleaded. But at the German manoeuvres for years before the war, it was quite evident that the theory had considerable influence on the accepted methods of battle leading. Dense firing lines supported at short range by troops in close order were a feature of these manoeuvre battles.


To put the matter very simply, the accepted theory seems to be this. There is, say, a thousand yards of front available. If a firing line is formed such as we used in South Africa, there might be two hundred rifles in action on this frontage. It would be easy for each man to find cover and they would thus form a dispersed target for hostile fire. But on the same frontage one might put four times the number of men in the line – not necessarily the evenly dressed line of the drill ground, of course – and though more men would thus be exposed to fire, the volume of fire would be four times the heavier. The German argued that the denser firing line would crush out the fire of its dispersed opponent and inflict loss not only on the men in action, but on the supports reinforcing them. We have seen the result of this theory of the fire-fight in the battles of the present war, where the Germans have almost invariably pushed forward closely arrayed firing lines, which gave our men the impression that they were ‘coming on in crowds’.





Though the latest theory prescribed a distance between men skirmish firing, the numbers of men deployed led to overcrowding, and old custom died hard. Though clearly encouraging what amounted to a form of fire and movement, and ‘skirmish’ lines, the 1906 regulations did indeed assume that, ‘one can scarcely be too strong for the attack’. Commanders were therefore recommended that a company, while attacking, would occupy no more than a frontage of 150 metres ‘at most’, whilst an entire brigade of six battalions could be pushed home through a space of 1,500 metres. Such cramped deployment could easily make a nonsense of contradictory, and arguably more ‘modern’ instructions, to allow men and squads to act with initiative and secure their own cover. A number of memoirs and letters described how some units of German infantry early in the war were actually ordered to advance ‘cloth touching’, that is, with the uniform of one man’s arm in contact with the next. Predictably, there was now no space where poorly aimed bullets could whizz between the files. As one British infantryman in Belgium would later explain: ‘You’d see a lot of them coming in a mass on the other side of the canal and you just let them have it’.
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