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INTRODUCTION


On 23 November 1917, church bells rang out across London, tolled in jubilation at what appeared to be a great British victory unfolding across the English Channel in northern France. The First World War had by now been convulsing Europe since August 1914. For three long years, the British Army had launched periodic offensives on the Western Front, each carrying with it hopes of punching through the formidable German trench lines and bringing about a general collapse of the Kaiser’s army. The names associated with these offensives have become part of the British historical psyche – Neuve Chapelle, Arras, Somme, Ypres (Passchendaele) – yet, instead of bringing about German defeat, these blood-soaked attacks famously purchased massive British and Commonwealth casualties for extremely limited gains. Most notoriously, the first day of the Battle of the Somme (1 July 1916) resulted in 57,470 British casualties, including 19,240 dead. The battle would drag on until the winter of 1916, taking the British casualty count up beyond 600,000 for a maximum depth of advance of just 6 miles.


The attack at Cambrai – launched on 20 November 1917 – appeared to be different. Tactically and technologically it was more sophisticated, particularly in the use of artillery and the armour of the nascent Tank Corps. The attack was launched with the benefit of surprise, achieved through painstaking night-time deployments of guns, tanks and men, and the avoidance of an extensive preparatory bombardment (the traditional signal of an impending infantry assault). Pre-offensive intelligence had been used comprehensively, building up a detailed picture of the forces and positions opposite.


The preparation seemed to pay off. The British drove forward nearly 4 miles in just a few hours on that chilly, overcast November morning, an unprecedented physical surge that lifted the hearts of the British people and caused the bells to peal out in joy. The German Hindenburg Line defences appeared to be mortally wounded, and the British and Commonwealth journalists wrote with a confident satisfaction as they viewed events unfolding. The Daily Mail proclaimed the offensive a ‘Splendid Success’, and one New Zealand journalist stated that:





Sir Douglas Haig’s great and splendidly successful stroke in the region between St. Quentin and the Scarpe is one of the surprises of the war … The ingeniously conceived and well executed coup which has driven the Germans back over so considerable a distance is bound to have far-reaching effects.


Marlborough Express, 24 November 1917





Optimism is a fragile gift in war, and the bells and eulogies of those late days of November did indeed prove to be premature. The German forces around Cambrai flexed, recovered, then counter-attacked, and with brutal commitment began to claw back many of the gains made by the British. By the end of the first week of December the British push had collapsed, with another 44,000 casualties added to the lists. An offensive born in victory withered into stalemate and wearying disappointment.


As we shall see in this book, Cambrai was a battle in which old and new ways of warfare were still imperfectly merging. The old ways were represented by the ‘poor bloody infantry’ – overburdened, tired and armed with rifle and bayonet – and the cavalry, a relic of a former age that was desperately attempting to justify its existence. The new ways of war were the tools of mechanised slaughter: machine-guns (both light and heavy), poison gas, combat aircraft, long-range artillery and tanks. Battlefield communications, the glue that could provide co-operation between these elements, were still haphazard and could be severed in the microseconds it took for a shell-burst to slash through a field telephone cable. The friction between traditional human warriors and machines capable of mass killing power produced the dizzying death tolls of many First World War battles.


Subsequent histories of the First World War, particularly those that followed during the revisionist and less patriotic 1960s and ’70s, put much of the blame for nearly 1 million British dead firmly on the shoulders of the commanders, the infantry themselves classically portrayed as ‘lions led by donkeys’. This view was cemented by accounts such as Alan Clark’s The Donkeys (1961), and in more recent times it was popularly evoked by plays such as Oh What a Lovely War! and TV dramas like Ben Elton and Richard Curtis’ Blackadder Goes Forth. In the latter, Stephen Fry’s immaculately portrayed General Melchett, supported by his sycophantic aide Captain Darling, blithely consigns his men to death in battle for little purpose and with no compunction. Rowan Atkinson’s Captain Blackadder, with infinite weariness, declares that Haig’s next ‘big push’ is nothing more than ‘another gargantuan effort to move his drinks cabinet six inches closer to Berlin’.


Thankfully, much current research has shown that the real command picture of the First World War is far more nuanced and complex. Richard Holmes in Tommy rightly points out that British commanders were no strangers to death and danger – fifty-eight generals were killed during the war and ‘Three divisional commanders were killed at Loos in September 1915, more British divisional commanders than were killed by enemy fire in the whole of the Second World War’ (Richard Holmes, Tommy, Harperperennial, 2005, p.xx).


Holmes and others, such as Gary Sheffield (see his Forgotten Victory), have also shown that what we might see as the tactics of unimaginative slaughter are more understandable when we genuinely engage with the actual command conditions of the time. The British commanders went from leading small expeditionary operations in far-flung corners of the British Empire to managing tens of thousands of men in industrial combat on the Western Front and elsewhere. Their negotiation of this new world was hampered tactically by the poor state of battlefield communications, which often meant that once a fight was under way it was almost impossible to make nimble, real-time modifications to the battle plan. Tactics were therefore often simplistic and operational objectives frequently broad. Such is not to deny that the First World War was graced with its share of incompetent or over-promoted commanders, but this is true of all wars.


The burdens of command in the First World War must be borne in mind as we study the Battle of Cambrai. Equally, we must also acknowledge that there were innovators in the British Army, men who sought to adapt warfare to new technological and tactical possibilities. For what seems undeniable is that the Battle of Cambrai does at least represent the imperfect attempt to embrace a new form of combined-arms warfare, in which armour, infantry, aircraft, artillery and intelligence worked co-operatively to achieve more decisive battlefield results. Taking lessons from the failures and experiments of previous engagements, officers such as General Sir Julian Byng, Brigadier General Hugh Elles, Lieutenant Colonel John Fuller, Major General John Davidson and even the British commander-in-chief, Sir Douglas Haig, pursued or permitted fresh tactical approaches at Cambrai, and the greatest use of tanks since they were first introduced on to the Somme in 1916. Hence, despite the fact that the British Official History of Cambrai concluded that the offensive ‘showed little profit’, the battle captures our imagination today as a precursor of mobile warfare, an augur of the rolling armoured engagements of France in 1940 or of North Africa in 1942.
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1. Tank awaiting the order to advance at Cambrai. The Illustrated London News, 1 December 1917.


Yet caution is also required here, particularly regarding the role of armour. Cambrai has been popularly labelled history’s ‘first tank battle’, primarily on account of the unprecedented volume of armour committed to the campaign (476 tanks were assembled for the attack, 350 of those being combat vehicles) and its central role in the advances of the first hours of the campaign. Some post-war analysts, including the great Sir Winston Churchill, even went so far as to claim that had the technology and tactics of Cambrai been applied to the offensives of 1915–17, the war might have developed very differently. (Admittedly, Churchill had an eye to posterity here, as a former head of the Landships Committee that pioneered the development of tanks from 1915.)


Although there is an element of truth in Churchill’s views, there is also much hyperbole. As this book will show, the value of the tank on the Cambrai battlefield can and has been overstated. Some 180 British tanks were out of action by the end of the first day of a campaign that ran for nearly three weeks. The Germans were initially routed as much by the sheer surprise of the offensive as by the appearance of massed armour, and they quickly recovered. Moreover, the presence of tanks must not mask the fact that Cambrai was a major infantry engagement, one that cost a combined 90,000 casualties on both sides. Even if we grant Cambrai as the ‘first tank battle’, we must never fall into the trap of discussing it as purely a tank battle, with the infantry and cavalry in a secondary role.


The other oft-neglected element in many histories of Cambrai is the skill and innovation of the German counter-attacks that reversed the British gains. These counter-attacks were delivered with as much aplomb as the British offensive itself, and they displayed some elements of the Stoßtruppen (‘shock troops’ or, more popularly, ‘storm troopers’) tactics that would be applied to even greater effect in the German offensives of 1918. Giving more weight to the British efforts at Cambrai is understandable for British historians, eager to explore the nation’s martial history, but it is only part of the story.


Ultimately, the Battle of Cambrai is a human narrative, like all battles. For the individual soldier who took part, the offensive was about the portion of field or woodland in front of him, the comrade by his side and the demands of surviving until the end of the day. The picture ‘on the ground’ can be very different, therefore, to the picture from the historian’s overview, but ultimately I shall attempt to do justice to both.
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3–4 August




	

Germany declares war on France and Belgium, invading Belgium on 3 August









	

5–10 September




	

German invasion of France stopped at the First Battle of the Marne









	

September–December




	

German, British and French forces establish trench networks running from the Channel coast down to Switzerland









	

1915









	

10–13 March




	

Failed British offensive at Neuve Chapelle









	

22 April–25 May




	

Second Battle of Ypres; German forces use poison gas









	

25 September– 14 October




	

First Battle of Loos. Major British offensive that includes British use of poison gas and of the ‘creeping’ artillery barrage. Costs 50,000 British casualties









	

19 December




	

Douglas Haig becomes commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF)









	

1916









	

21 February–18 December




	

The Germans force the French into a massive battle of attrition around Verdun. The campaign eventually costs the Germans as many casualties as the French, and by December the German forces have lost all their initial gains









	

1 July–18 November




	

The Battle of the Somme. This major British offensive is launched to relieve pressure on the French at Verdun. For limited gains the British suffer more than 600,000 casualties. Tanks used for first time in combat









	

1917









	

February




	

German forces on the Western Front, weakened by fighting in 1916, are forced to withdraw back to the Hindenburg Line









	

6 April




	

The United States declares war on Germany









	

April–May




	

A British offensive at Arras and French attack at Chemin des Dames both end with few solid results, except thousands of casualties









	

31 July–10 November




	

Third Battle of Ypres. A major British offensive runs aground in appalling weather and in the face of terrible casualties – 400,000 men are killed or wounded. Germans take similar punishment, however









	

13 October




	

Operation GY receives approval from Haig









	

20 November




	

Operation GY is launched, making impressive first-day gains through the Hindenburg Line









	

21 November




	

The offensive continues with British assaults on Bourlon, Fontaine and Cantaing, plus crossings of the St Quentin canal









	

23–27 November




	

There is intensive fighting across the Cambrai front, particularly around Bourlon and Fontaine, but the British advance has effectively stalled









	

30 November




	

A heavily reinforced German Second Army begins a major counter-attack at Cambrai, pushing back British forces in the south but making little headway in the north









	

4–7 December
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