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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


ALLIES


British and Commonwealth


 


Eric Allsop. Maj. 8 RTR. Born 1918. Fought through the desert into Italy and discerned a growing professionalism that was impatient with previous cavalry ‘donkey-walloper’ philosophies. You had to be good in order to survive.


 


Peter Balfour. Lt. Scots Guards. Charted increasing professionalism among tank men in Normandy to survive and get the war quickly finished. He disliked the SS and was seriously wounded shortly before the end of the war.


 


James Carson. Lt. Welsh Guards. He had a fond regard for his crew, who taught him everything and discovered the tank turret was a ‘social leveller’. He disliked Germans, particularly the SS who executed one of his crews, and fought from Normandy through NW Europe to Germany.


 


Jack Clegg. Corporal. 1st Fife and Forfar Yeomanry. Jack Clegg need not have gone to the war because he had a safe appointment as a gunnery instructor in the UK. He decided to serve overseas and arrived in time for the NW Europe campaign. He was killed three months before the end of the war.


 


Bill Close. Pte to Sqn Comd. 3 RTR. Born 1914. Joined in 1933 and fought at Calais, Greece, the Desert and North Africa, Normandy and NW Europe. He was commissioned and ended the war as squadron commander. His remarkable experience encompasses the span of this book.


 


Robert Crisp. Capt. 3 RTR. A newly promoted Captain, he had played test cricket for South Africa. He served in Greece where he developed sceptical and frank views about the technical performance of British tanks. ‘Strategists wanted to make a tank which was as much a horse as possible’, he declared.


 


Keith Douglas. Lt. Nottinghamshire Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. Born 1920. He was one of the finest soldier-poets to emerge from the Second World War. His book Alamein to Zem-Zem offered an evocative picture of the Desert War after Alamein. He was killed within days of landing after D-Day.


 


Stephen Dyson. Tpr. 107 Regt RAC. A twin, who joined a Churchill tank regiment with his brother Tom and fought through Normandy to Germany. His brother survived.


 


Henry de la Falaise. Lt. 7/12 Lancers. His experience with an armoured car rearguard typified the chaos and confusion that characterised the British withdrawal to Dunkirk along roads totally dominated by the Luftwaffe in 1940.


 


AF Flatow. Maj. 45 RTR. Squadron Commander/ Regt 2IC. The TA tank officer whose regiment suffered such casualties at Alamein that it was broken up.


 


Bert Foord. Tank Designer. Born 1912. Bert Foord’s unique perspective on British tank design from his apprenticeship in the 1930s to participation in the Sherman Firefly programme exposes the UK ‘cottage industry’ approach to tank design during the Second World War. He likened the process to ‘jogging along’, in stark contrast to US mass production.


 


Ian Hamilton. Lt. 22nd Dragoons. Born 1922. Hamilton was a flail-tank troop commander who landed at Normandy and fought his way through NW Europe into Germany. He lost his last tank crew two days before the end of the war.


 


Stuart Hamilton. Mr. 8 RTR. Fought the Desert and Italian campaigns and vividly described the stages of deterioration leading to combat fatigue.


 


Patrick Hennessey. Cpl. 13/18 Royal Hussars. Trooper in the first swimming Duplex Drive (DD) tanks to land on D-Day and subsequently fought through NW Europe with Shermans to Germany.


 


Stuart Hills. Lt. Nottinghamshire Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. Born 1924. Ex-Tonbridge schoolboy and friend of Keith Douglas, who landed at D-Day with DD tanks and was one of the few troop commanders to survive a war in which thirty-five of their officers were killed.


 


Cyril Joly. Lt-Maj. 3 RTR. Sqn 2IC and later Bde Major. Arrived in Egypt in 1940 and later wrote an impressive literary account of his experiences.


 


David Ling. Capt/Maj. 44 RTR. Squadron Commander. Born 1915. He joined with an engineering background having served an apprenticeship with Rover cars before the war. His brother serving in the RAF was killed on Christmas Eve 1940. He was discharged with a full disability pension in 1943 and joined a Benedictine Monastery in 1964.


 


John Mallard. Lt-Capt. 44 RTR. Born 1918. A pre-war TA officer who served throughout the Desert campaign and witnessed first-hand the painful blending process of TA to regular army.


 


Bernard Montgomery. Gen later Field Marshal. Commander of the Eighth Army after August 1942 and architect of the decisive Desert victory at El Alamein in November 1942. His complacent belief that the Sherman 75mm ‘would suffice’ after their introduction condemned British tank men to confronting superior panzers in Normandy and NW Europe with inferior tanks.


 


Richard O’Connor. Lt Gen. Commanded the Western Desert Force during Wavell’s victorious desert offensive in 1940. He was captured by Rommel’s forces early in 1941.


 


Bert Rendell. Sgt. 1 RTR. Born 1912. He was an old regular who joined in 1934 and was in Egypt when the war broke out. Frank and direct, he was an effective soldier and born survivor.


 


Peter Roach. Radio Operator. 1 RTR. Born 1913. He spent two years with the merchant navy before joining the army and was old enough to develop an irreverent attitude towards military life. ‘As civilians we took from the army what we needed and ignored the bull’, he said.


 


Paul Rollins. Tpr. 40 RTR. Born 1919. He joined in 1938 and fought the Desert campaign and Italy. He had a low opinion of US performance at Kasserine.


 


Jack Rollinson. Tank driver. 3 RTR. Born 1918. He had been a pony driver in the local pit at Worksop Nottinghamshire and graduated to driving cranes. He escaped the dole queue when he was called up in 1940 and fought at Calais. He suspected the army had a low opinion of drivers.


 


Michael Trasenster. Lt. 4/7 RDG. Born 1923. Landed on D-Day with DD Tanks and was one of the few original tank commanders in Normandy to complete the NW Europe campaign and finish the war in Germany. He was able to identify the steady deterioration leading to combat fatigue. He realised Sherman inadequacies could be overcome if wit and cunning were employed.


 


Peter Vaux. Lt. 4 RTR and staff officer (Int), fought at Arras in 1940 and was badly wounded in the desert.


 


Jake Wardrop. 5 RTR. Born 1918. Very much a ‘soldier’s soldier’ he was keen on outdoor pursuits, scouting and swimming with a love of all things mechanical. His father was an engineer. He joined in 1937 and see-sawed from trooper to sergeant and back again. He was highly respected as a motivated and professional soldier. He was killed in action during the last days of the war.


 


Peter Watson. Cpl. 2 RTR. Born 1918. Joined in 1939 starting as a driver/operator and graduated to tank commander. He served in France 1940, then Egypt 1941 and later the Far East. He was slightly sceptical about officers. After the war he worked in local government.


 


Archibald Wavell. General. CinC Middle East at Cairo during the victorious offensive against the Italian Army in 1940, commanded the less successful Brevity and Battleaxe until relieved of his desert command and sent to India.


 


Andrew Wilson. Lt. 141 Regt RAC. Churchill ‘Crocodile’ flame-thrower troop commander, who could not understand why the Germans would execute flame-thrower crew POWs in Normandy. He fought through NW Europe to Germany.


 


Alan Wollaston. Sgt/Sgt Maj. 3 RTR. Born 1917. Wollaston came from a long line of serving regular soldiers and virtually all the male members of his family were in the army. He experienced two evacuations prior to arrival in the Western Desert, at Dunkirk and Greece.


 


American


 


Belton Cooper. Capt Ordinance Officer 3rd US Armoured Div. Cooper experienced at first-hand the inability of Sherman crews to confront heavier German panzers in Normandy and Germany. His tank recovery experience was an audit of the human and technical consequences of the Allied decision to pit mass production of inferior tank types against superior German quality.


 


J. Ted Hartman. Tank driver 11th US Armoured Division. He arrived in Europe as a ‘rookie’ tank driver in time for the Battle of the Bulge and fought his way through to Germany rising eventually to tank commander.


 


Russian


 


Vladimir Alexeev. Lt. T-34 tank commander 5th Guards Tank Army. Fought in the battles around Stalingrad and Kursk and participated in the final assault on Germany. He was a committed Communist Party member, who sustained himself by his philosophy ‘you only live once’.


 


Anatoly Kozlov. Lt. 5th Guards Tank Army. Born 1922. Fought in the Stalingrad battles and Kursk and was part of the drive into Germany. He appreciated the extent to which fear of Commissars influenced tank crew bonding at the front and the decisive impact of Lend-Lease vehicles on Soviet tank army mobility.


AXIS POWERS


German


 


Ludwig Bauer. Lt. Pz Regt 33. Born 1920. He served in the same regiment during a remarkable span stretching from the invasion of Russia to Kursk, through Normandy and NW Europe to Germany. He used up his proverbial nine lives by being knocked out nine times, losing friends each time, the last friendly fire, ironically. He was badly burned and awarded the Knight’s Cross.


 


Hans Becker. Feldwebel.12th Pz Div. Exchanged his chauffeur’s uniform for black panzer prior to the occupation of Czechoslovakia. He fought in Poland and was captured in Russia.


 


Winrich Behr. Aufkl Abt 3. Armd Recce. A confident panzer commander who claimed ‘English tanks were no good against our panzers’.


 


Otto Carius. Lt. Pz Abt 502. Born 1922. He progressed from being a Czech 38t crewman to a Tiger company commander and Jagdtiger unit, serving in Russia and NW Europe. Highly experienced and a Knight’s Cross holder, he had a low opinion of American tank capability and was bitter at losing the war.


 


Karl Drescher. NCO. Aufkl Abt 116. Experienced the cynicism that afflicted the panzer troops vainly trying to stem the Allied advance while all around civilians were insistent on surrender.


 


Hermann Eckardt. Feldwebel. Pz Regt 8. Born 1920. A remarkable experience, he fought the entire Desert campaign with the Afrika Korps, escaped Tunis in 1943 and served the remainder of the war in a Stürmgeshutz (SP) battalion during fighting withdrawals from Russia through Poland to Germany. He was awarded the Knight’s Cross and was wounded defending the last river obstacle before Berlin.


 


Karl Fuchs. Feldwebel. 7th Pz Div. Born 1917. His unique trooper’s experience as Schütze (tank gunner) to Feldwebel (Sergeant) commander of a light Czech 38t tank is typical of the idealistic fervour of the early days of the Panzerwaffe. He was killed outside Moscow in 1941 before the disillusionment of defeat.


 


Heinz Guderian. General. Panzer Army Commander and Inspector General Panzer Troops. Born 1888. Guderian was the ‘father’ of the panzer arm and proved his capabilities as a Corps and Army commander during the French and Russian Blitzkriegs of 1941-2. He was dismissed after the first Soviet winter counter-offensive but reinstated as Inspector-General Armoured Troops in 1943.


 


Kurt Hoehne. Lt. Dr. Luftwaffe 88mm Flak Comd. Studied tropical medicine at Tübingen University, achieving a doctorate, and was then drafted into the Luftwaffe. He volunteered for the paratroopers and exchanged his place as an Afrika Korps doctor to be an 88mm Flak gun commander.


 


Hans von Luck. Lt – Oberst. 7th and 21st Pz Div. Born 1911. He came from a Prussian military family but disliked ‘drilling’. He was disappointed to be sent to a motorised unit on joining, preferring cavalry, but enjoyed fast cars. His view of the British was that ‘we understood each other’. He had fought in Poland, France and Russia, and found his initial euphoria tempered by sober judgement. By Normandy he was acutely aware of the scale of Allied material superiority.


 


Kurt Meyer. Tpr - Oberführer. 1st SS and 12th SS Panzer Division. A committed Nazi who fought in Poland, France, Russia and Normandy, eventually appointed commander of the Hitlerjugend Division in Normandy. He was indicted for war crimes following the Malmedy massacre during the battle of the Bulge.


 


Erwin Rommel Lt Gen. later Feldmarschal. Appointed Commander of the Afrika Korps after distinguishing himself as Commander of the 7th Panzer Division, one of the first units to reach the French Channel Coast during the 1940 Blitzkrieg.


 


Joachim Schorm. Lt. Pz Regt 5. A panzer company commander who was shut up in action inside his panzer for twenty-four hours.


 


Wilhelm Wessel. Lt. War artist. Produced a book of fascinating watercolours portraying everyday life in the Afrika Korps.


 


Italian


 


Coglitore Lt. 12th Italian Bersaglieri, witnessed ‘how much the human body can be mutilated’ in action.


 


Paolo Colacicchi. Italian 10th Army, experienced Wavell’s first desert offensive.










INTRODUCTION


IRAQI DESERT 28 FEB 1991


My first view of an exploding tank stunned me. It was February 1991 – the first Gulf War.


     The battlefield belonged to us, and as I had read in many Second World War accounts, we systematically ‘cracked’ open the abandoned Iraqi tanks to make them totally unusable. The flash and smoke of the explosion, then the reverberating ‘crump’, preceded the pressure wave. A turret flipped forward from the hull to stand momentarily on end, its protruding gun barrel holding it up like a giant pogo stick before toppling over. Flames roared skyward eighty feet as if from an inverted rocket launcher. A moment later the upturned turret also ignited to whoosh and splutter as propellant from shells stacked inside spewed fire. Howling projectiles flew in all directions and the air above and around was full of careering, whistling scrap metal. We were pinned down for twenty minutes.


     This was war in the desert. I had read about it during my tedious years of service in Germany, but never believed I would be experiencing this.


     Throughout the first Gulf War I kept an operational diary. It was a real discipline, illuminating subsequent historical research. I recognised the ring of truth reading other people’s diaries. My experiences were nothing like those described by the soldier poet Keith Douglas in Alamein to Zem Zem, when every day might conceivably have been his last. It was never like that in the Gulf in 1991, but from then on I found I could recognise snippets of authenticity in first-hand accounts, diaries and interviews that I read from other campaigns.


     With its stunning contrasts of colour and mood there is a perception that the vast remote desert in some way nullifies the impact of war. As one Second World War Italian veteran soldier observed, there are no homes and few civilian bystanders in the way. Yet the veneer of civilisation remains perilously thin. American engineer tanks ahead of us bulldozed Iraqi anti-tank gunners beneath their trenches when they continued firing, which was reported as over-reactive distasteful behaviour to the twenty-four-hour TV watchers back home. Likewise a British tank commander was admonished by his indignant crew in 1941 when he ordered reverse tracks collapse trenches on Afrika Korps anti-tank gunners. Having experienced the visceral horror of an anti-tank strike, he took no chances.


     Firing at tank crews bailing out of crippled tanks occurred haphazardly during the Gulf War. Overwhelming range superiority conferred a realisation that hammering on turrets with machine-gun fire – like rapping on a door – provided sufficient invitation for the hopelessly outclassed Iraqi tank crews to vacate before the killer round arrived. But not all hard-pressed tank crews can afford to be chivalrous in fast-moving engagements. In the North African campaign British and panzer crews routinely machine-gunned survivors when it was a risk to allow technically competent adversaries to fight another day. Anything that prolonged conflict delayed going home. Civilised behaviour can swiftly be corrupted. As one desert commander put it to us in the Gulf War, there is a fine dividing line between innocently removing articles of military value such as binoculars from the fallen, and robbing the dead.


     The spectacle of war is often mentioned in this book. Panoramic desert scenery with the dust of massive armoured columns on the move reducing the sun to the dust of an indistinct moon, produces indelible images. Smouldering black tank hulks, oxidised as though they had been there for hundreds of years rather than hours, looked like Second World War desert battlefield photographs. Huge columns of smoke contrasted sharply with the royal-blue skies and produced a cinematic vista, marred only by tangled wreckage and pitiful bodies sprawled in the way.


     It is exceptionally difficult to recreate the stench of war but most veteran accounts allude to it at some stage. The smell is physical in its pungency and promotes a feeling of corruption that ultimately depresses. Sixty years after landing at D-Day my father confided that he still felt nausea at the smell of diesel – it had been floating amid bodies washing up on the beach. Since the Gulf War I have had a problem with the aroma of spoilt meat, an obnoxious cloying odour that I never seemed to wash out of my desert uniforms.


     By 28 February 1991 we were 200 miles into Iraq, perched on the edge of a smoking pocket of wrecked Iraqi armour. After four intense days the sky was a subdued grey with a grease-stained mist at ground level. There was relief in that one could measure the future. I flew in a helicopter with Lieutenant General Franks, the commander of the VII US Corps, on a peremptory end-of-war reconnaissance, and we touched down amid a group of Abrams tanks in the dirty dun-coloured desert. The sky, stained by the smoke from burning oil wells, was an unearthly orange, Martian hue.


     An experienced tank man, the General walked over to speak with the crews. They were covered in carbon smut from their chemical suits, which were starting to come apart in the heat. Faces were grimy from turret combat, accentuating white wrinkle lines and crows’ feet around the eyes. The General was strangely affected by his talk with the tank men. He had visibly aged during the past four days of directing combat, striving to preserve life while smashing Iraqi armour. My diary reminded me of the incident: ‘. . .  chat with the tank crewmen made the General somewhat emotional’. The whole scene had a poignancy to it, neatly framed with black smoke languidly rising from a burning vehicle in the background.


     Tank crews are not unlike aircrews in that both roles have to do with the impact of machines on human beings. However, within minutes aircrew rotate from deckchair to mind-numbing combat, then return to sleep in their beds. Tank men live with physical privation and the mental stress of pending combat. Technology has a vital role, as does the survival prospects of both, in speed of reaction and crew cohesion. The people in this book endured an enclosed, suffocating, noisy metal box, fearful of being struck and burned alive by an enemy they could not see. Dominated by mechanical considerations, their earthy environment set these soldiers apart from the rest.


     They are the Tank Men.










1


GENESIS


‘MOTHER’ TANK


In the middle of September 1916 the Western Front on the Somme exuded menace. Beneath the smoke and dust that hovered by day and the crackling cacophony of sounds and flashes at night, there existed a devastated landscape that opposing armies were unable to cross. On the British Army’s blackest day here 57,470 men perished. Thirty-two of its 129 fighting battalions lost more than 500 men each. The Somme encapsulated the stalemate of two lost years. Casualties rose to 90,000 at the end of the first month and reached 1.2 million by November. Soldiers gathering in the assembly areas prior to the next flurry of activity instinctively appreciated that they would not live long.


     Two months after the start of the battle the weather remained very warm. One soldier recalled being in the wagon lines of the logistic and assembly area before going up the line. There were ‘quite a few of us’, he remembered, and ‘somebody came along and said, “The war’s finished.” “Oh?” was the response. “Just go down about half a mile and look in the field there and you’ll see.” He wouldn’t tell us why. Anyway we went down and there was quite a crowd there and there were tanks, things we had never seen or heard of.’


     They were viewing a metal monolith that defied description. Infantryman Ernest Ford, aged twenty, saw what looked like ‘armour-plated cars with caterpillar tracks, “Tanks”, as we later discovered.’ Robbie Burns, a 7th Cameron Highlander enduring shell fire in his trench, ‘heard this brrrrr’ and thought, ‘What on earth is that noise? It got louder and louder.’ He and his men clambered up on to the parapet, as did the Germans opposite, and watched it go by with five or six soldiers crowded behind, sheltering with fixed bayonets. ‘We didn’t know what they were for, perhaps for taking down barbed wire, we thought.’ Twenty-year-old Norman Dillon’s battalion of the 14th Northumberland Fusiliers was awaiting the call forward to attack the village of Flers. ‘It was a stinking night,’ he recalled, with shell fire including gas whooshing overhead, when, in front of him and his sergeant, ‘a queer object crawled over the mud and there it was. The first tank in action.’


     H.G. Wells had written a science-fiction account about The Land Ironclads which appeared in the Strand magazine in England in 1903. The Time Machine in 1895 and The Invisible Man in 1897 had already established him as the master of the science-fiction genre. He described fighting machines 80–100 feet long with portholes through which semi-automatic rifles were fired. There were no big guns or machine-guns, and despite the invention of the spark ignition engine by Gottlieb Daimler in 1885, Wells’s ten-foot-diameter wheels protected by a steel skirt were driven by steam. These lozenge-shaped metal fighting boxes that now trundled across trenches on the Western Front had tracks revolving around a hull with skeletal anti-grenade cages festooned on top. Revolving turrets affixed to sponsons on its flanks made them look like land battleships. Bert Chaney, of the 7th London Territorial Battalion, called them ‘mechanical monsters such as we had never seen before’. ‘Big Willie’ had evolved from a drawing-board concept to standing in the foundry yard inside ten weeks. It was now in action at Flers on 15 September 1916.


     Tank driver Archie Richards’s description of this action was more surreal than Wells’s earlier fictional account. ‘It was a hot September that year, and the stink – oh – the smell was terrible, terrible,’ he recalled when interviewed in the 1990s. ‘Arms and legs were sticking out of the trenches, and rotting bodies.’ They had been obliged to cover ground strewn with the long-dead corpses of troops from failed Canadian, Australian and Colonial attacks, the grisly signature of deadlocked tactics. ‘We had to go over the old trenches, and bodies and everything else.’ The tanks’ tracks ploughed up the stench which even permeated the suffocating reek of hot oil and burned cordite in the crew compartment. ‘I expected war to be dreadful, but I was seeing it in the raw,’ he observed.


     The Germans had no idea what was happening. Leutnant Otto Schulz’s company of Westphalian infantry was billeted in a school near the village of Marval on the day of the attack. ‘We had heard rumours about a new Allied weapon, and our intelligence had sent us notes about a vehicle which they believed was being built in certain French factories.’ Schulz, a tall, spare and correct officer, fastidious about his appearance, chose not to share this knowledge with the ordinary soldiers. In hierarchical and class-divided European armies in the early twentieth century such detail was not readily discussed. The company was alerted and sent towards Flers to contain the emerging tense situation. ‘But when we saw the first real tank it was like nothing we had ever imagined,’ he remarked.


     ‘Big metal things they were, with two sets of caterpillar wheels that went right round the body’ was Bert Chaney’s description of them. They appeared to be a two-edged sword. Three tanks were advancing through the 7th London TA Battalion’s positions. They had straddled the British trenches, ‘crushing the sides of our own trench out of shape with their machine-guns swivelling around and firing like mad.’ Their commanding officer furiously rained blows on the side of one of them with his staff cane, trying to get them to stop. Nobody knew what they were, except that they were British. ‘There was a bulge on each side with the door in the bulging part,’ observed Chaney, ‘and machine-guns on swivels poked out from either side.’ The roar of the engines and exhaust smoke belching out of the top made it resemble a beached whale. So far as Chaney could see ‘a petrol engine of massive proportions occupied practically all the inside space’. It advanced, ‘frightening the Jerries out of their wits and making them scuttle like frightened rabbits’, Chaney remembered.


     Leutnant Otto Schulz’s first view of his surreal assailants was of a single tank perched helpless in the open. Observation through binoculars revealed a track torn off by shell fire. Two of his platoons of Westphalian infantry were ordered forward to approach and grenade the thing, but constant and accurate machine-gun fire kept them beyond throwing range.


     One German machine-gunner flailing the metal boxes with metallic drumfire said, ‘We got nothing from the tanks but sparks.’ This was disconcerting, as hitherto the machine-gun had been the queen of no man’s land. Some of the tanks were by this time grotesquely festooned with shrouds of ripped up barbed wire, normally impervious to artillery fire, adding to their awe-inspiring appearance. They appeared to tear it up with abandon, a task previously resolved at considerable expense in preparatory effort and lives. ‘One stared as if one had lost the power of one’s limbs,’ a Bavarian prisoner of war was recorded saying. ‘The big monsters approached us slowly, hobbling, rolling, rocking but always advancing.’ Otto Schulz, having appreciated how totally ineffective his infantry were against these machines, heard there had been a breakthrough at Flers. ‘Someone shouted, “The Devil is coming!” ’ said the Bavarian prisoner of war, ‘and the word passed along the line.’


     ‘Panic spread like an electric current,’ reported another German infantryman, describing his first encounter with a tank, ‘passing from man to man along the trench.’ Some fought while others fled. ‘As the churning tracks reared overhead, the bravest men clambered above ground to launch suicidal counter-attacks, hurling grenades on to the tanks’ roofs or shooting and stabbing at any vision slits within reach.’ Like Schulz’s futile infantry attacks, ‘they were shot down or crushed, while others threw up their hands in terrified surrender or bolted down the communication trenches towards the second line.’


     Drivers had understandable inhibitions about running over dead bodies. Second Lieutenant Vic Huffam’s tank Dolly actually drove down the main street of Flers, which was reduced to an ‘absolute shambles’. The road ‘was just a mass of bodies and brickwork’. They stopped the tank occasionally and Huffam tried to clear a way through the corpses, but was frequently driven back inside by the intensity of artillery fire. Eventually, he admitted, ‘I had to give up’, and he told his driver Archer to get on with it. ‘He was pretty sickened when I gave the order to advance over these bodies, but there was not much else we could do.’ Eighty years after the event Archie Richards, who was driving another tank, admitted: ‘You couldn’t pick your way through. If they fell in your way, you had to go over them. We never deviated the tanks for anything except targets.’


     Onlookers viewing the machines for the first time thought they were invincible. No fighting machine until now had ever demonstrated sufficient mobility to cross no-man’s-land, engage the enemy on its terms while offering the crew protection against machine-gun bullets and the worst effects of artillery fire. Fifty tanks participated in the battle of Flers-Courcelette on 15 September 1916, but their effectiveness balance sheet was mixed. Only thirty-two reached the start line, of which thirty got moving. Nine pushed ahead of the infantry and caused considerable loss to the enemy; nine fell behind but did good work clearing up. During the day five were ditched and nine broke down because of mechanical problems. Just twenty or barely 40 per cent of the force actually closed with the enemy and engaged in combat.


     What the figures fail to convey is the enormous emotional and moral impact of a weapon system that appeared able to overcome the impasse of no-man’s-land. Allied press headlines trumpeted the event, proclaiming ‘diplodocus triumphant!’, a great ‘jabberwock with eyes of flame’ and ‘land Dreadnoughts’ had inflicted crushing blows on the enemy. Few adjectives gave justice to the bizarre event. One correspondent articulating the swampy wasteland of the Western Front wrote about ‘blind creatures emerging from the primeval slime’. Archie Richards stopped his tank astride a German trench with guns laid on each side. ‘They had never seen anything like the tank before,’ he recalled, ‘and when they saw we were armed with small guns and machine-guns, they gave up straight away.’ Some of the German machine-gunners could be seen silhouetted against the sky with guns on their shoulders, ‘going like hell back to their lines’.


     Infantrymen on both sides regarded the new machines with awed bewilderment. What were they? Bert Chaney watched with the 7th London TA Battalion as four men emerged from one of the machines marooned on a tree stump. With the battle raging around they got out, ‘stretching themselves, scratching their heads, then slowly and deliberately walked around their vehicle inspecting it from every angle and appeared to hold a conference among themselves.’ They exuded an air of clinical detachment, totally alien to infantrymen immersed in the physical squalor of trench life. The new type of soldiers, tank men, then demonstrated an ingrained habit they could all identify with. ‘After standing around for a few minutes, looking somewhat lost, they calmly took out from the inside of the tank a primus stove and, using the side of the tank as a cover from enemy fire, sat down on the ground and made themselves some tea.’ They were human after all. But what manner of men were they? Where did they come from? Bert Chaney could see that ‘the battle was over as far as they were concerned.’


     The genesis of these machines was the stalemate that had existed on the Western Front since the first battle of Ypres in 1914. German advances were stopped but Allied advances stalled also. Miles of opposing trenches, festooned with barbed-wire barricades and dominated by machine-guns and artillery, stretched from Nieuport on the Belgian coast to Switzerland. Horrific casualties demonstrated the total superiority of defence over offence. A Royal Engineer officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Ernest Swinton, submitted a paper to General Headquarters (GHQ) on 1 June 1915 advocating the employment of ‘Armoured Machine Gun Destroyers to overcome the impasse’. These would utilise ‘petrol tractors on the caterpillar principle’, and be ‘armoured with hardened steel plates proof against German steel-cored, armour-piercing and reversed bullets, and armed with – say – two Maxims and a 2-pounder gun’. The intent was to directly engage opposing enemy machine-guns on advantageous terms. Present technology could partly achieve some of the stated remit.


     The spark ignition engine had developed to the extent that more than 100 horsepower (hp) was achievable within a relatively compact power plant. Caterpillar tracks were already being used commercially, notably by the Holt’s firm in the USA which was producing agricultural tractors. A version mounted on caterpillar tracks was already employed in France by the Royal Artillery as a heavy gun tractor. Armoured cars were used by both sides but were unsuited to the muddy trench conditions on the Western Front. A convincing working model with agreed specifications was now needed to move forward. Lieutenant-Colonel Maurice Hankey, the influential Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence, shared Swinton’s speculative view that the trench stalemate might be overcome by the possible military use of Holt’s caterpillar tractor. They submitted a joint paper to the War Office on Boxing Day 1914, which elicited a short cryptic note. ‘If the writer of this paper would descend from the realms of fancy to the region of hard fact,’ it stated, ‘a great deal of valuable time and labour would be saved.’


     However, the paper came to the attention of Winston Churchill, the First Sea Lord at the Admiralty, who saw the merit of Swinton’s ideas, and diverted necessary funds to pay for the development. A Landships Committee was formed.


     By June 1915 a specification emerged for a machine armed with two machine-guns and a quick-firing light gun, crewed by ten men, capable of crossing broken country and barbed wire. A top speed of not less than four miles per hour on flat ground with a sharp turn and reverse capability was needed. The machine had to climb five-foot earth parapets and traverse eight-foot gaps. In short, it had to negotiate trenches under fire and operate out to a radius of twenty miles. William Foster’s of Lincoln was awarded the development contract on 24 July.


     Component parts were identified and gathered. Power was provided by an existing Daimler 105hp engine, barely sufficient to propel the mass of armour required but already in production. Armour plate and machine-guns were available, and the Navy offered sufficient 6-pounder guns and ammunition to cover the light-gun requirement. Two conundrums remained: the shape of the metal box to house the components and where to find a caterpillar track able to support the emerging weight and endure the wear and tear the ‘Landships’ would subject them to.


     Within three weeks of receiving the development order work on a prototype began and a tracked metal box called Little Willie was produced. Mechanical genius Major Walter Wilson solved Little Willie’s problems: insufficient track, top-heaviness and minimal ground clearance.


     Ernest Swinton, after viewing a full size mock-up of the practical manifestation of Wilson’s sketch, wrote:


 


Although an engineer it took me some minutes to size the thing up at close range. Its most striking features were its curious rhomboidal, or lozenge, shape, its upturned nose, and the fact that its caterpillar tracks were led right around the hull, instead of being entirely below it  . . . I felt that I saw in front of me – though only in wood – the actual embodiment of my ideas and the fulfilment of my expectation.


 


The long tracks meant that the unwieldy-looking vehicle would be able to climb and span broad trenches. Its height meant the abandonment of any idea of a rotating turret. Instead guns would be mounted in ‘sponsons’, or turrets, welded on to the sides of the hull. Even the incipient track weakness was overcome by the production of new lightweight pressed-steel plate. This mock-up, Mother, would become Big Willie, a viable fighting vehicle. Mother ran for the first time on 16 January 1916.


     So secret was this project that Tritton’s workers were not awarded the War Badges proving they were engaged in work of national importance, leading to some being sent ‘white feathers’, a symbol of cowardice issued by over-zealous patriotic women. A practical demonstration was arranged under conditions of great secrecy at the Duke of Salisbury’s estate at Hatfield Park on 2 February. Of the vehicle’s name, Swinton later wrote: ‘We rejected in turn – container – receptacle – reservoir – cistern. The monosyllable Tank appealed to us as being likely to catch on and be remembered.’


     Those attending the trial included Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War, Lloyd George, the Minister for Munitions, and Reginald McKenna, the Chancellor of the Exchequer – the men in power who would influence the finance, production and manning for the new weapon system.


     Dense clouds of exhaust smoke belched from Big Willie as four of the crew swung the huge handle to start the Daimler engine. Lloyd George subsequently wrote: ‘I can recall the feeling of delighted amazement with which I saw for the first time the ungainly monster plough through thick entanglements, wallow through deep mud and heave its huge bulk over parapets and across trenches. At last, I thought, we have the answer to the German machine-guns and wire.’


     Swinton was writing the foundations for tactical doctrine within weeks. Despite some reservations the ‘Tank’ was to be in action eight months later on the Somme. An initial order was placed for forty machines and then 100. Crews to man these secret machines had now to be recruited and trained.


     Just before the outbreak of war Victor Huffam, a young British engineer, had come home on six months’ leave from Australia. His ‘devil may care’ temperament inspired him to volunteer as soon as war was declared, and he joined the Norfolk Regiment as an officer. He recalled that early in 1916 he was shown a ‘Strictly Secret and Confidential’ War Office Order which read:


 


Volunteers are required for an exceedingly dangerous and hazardous duty of a secret nature. Officers who have been awarded decorations for bravery, and are experienced in the handling of men, and with an engineering background, should have their names submitted to this office.


 


Huffam wasted no time applying. Recruits had to be technically minded but could not for reasons of secrecy be told why. In company with 300 other like-minded lieutenants and volunteers from units all over the British Isles, Huffam attended a meeting at Wellington Barracks in London. They were addressed by Swinton, ‘who warned us that we had volunteered for a very dangerous mission and said if any man had any doubts he was to step back one pace’. Nobody moved. In May Huffam reported to Bisley and was issued with a crossed-machine-guns badge ‘and found myself a Lieutenant in the Heavy Section of the Machine Gun Corps (HSMGC). This provided no clue whatsoever as to our real unit!’


     New recruits were chosen from a limited pool of manpower with motoring or technical backgrounds. In England in the early twentieth century motor cars were still the preserve of the sporting and wealthy. Edward Wakefield remembered ‘the War Office advertised that they were forming a special branch of the fighting service to be known as the Motor Machine Gun Corps. I liked the word “motor” because I had a motor cycle.’


     Siberia Farm near Bisley Camp was chosen as the birthplace of the Tank detachment in February 1916 because it lay alongside the depot and training school of the Motor Machine Gun Service, which offered a ready-made and partly trained nucleus of officers and men with some form of motor experience. Even the motor trade was called upon to assist. Mr Geoffrey Smith, the editor of The Motor Cycle periodical, attracted many well-qualified tradesmen. Yet, as Edward Wakefield recalled, their knowledge of soldiering was zero. ‘The sergeants – all regulars – had got to turn us from being a civilian into a wartime soldier, and it was difficult.’ Haig, the Western Front GOC, wanted to include tanks in the forthcoming Somme offensive. ‘And the time was not in their favour,’ Wakefield remembered. ‘They wanted us in France where the war was.’


     Still secrecy prevailed. Vic Huffam thought ‘the veil was soon lifted a little when we saw stuck on a sandy ridge, a sponson with machine-guns’. This was the turret-like container fixed to the side of the tanks. ‘All officers and some 300 men underwent a machine-gun course,’ he remembered, ‘but no one was shown a tank.’


     In June 1916 the Heavy Section moved to Lord Iveagh’s estate at Elveden, near Thetford. After Huffam and the others had marched the seven miles from the rail station to Canada Farm Camp, they ‘were surprised to see soldiers from the Hampshire Regiment, cavalry and Indian units stationed on the perimeter surrounding the farmhouse and buildings’. They had been incarcerated. Inside there was a railway siding where for the first time they were introduced to Little Mother. ‘Our first tank – a real tank to train on, and a reminder,’ Huffam thought, ‘of what “hazardous duty” could mean.’ Significantly the inhabitants had been moved out of the area.


     The first tank men were thrown into battle at Flers-Courcelette within three months of arriving at Canada Farm. Doctrine was rudimentary because fighting machines were unprecedented. Swinton was not considering anything beyond the simple concept of punching a hole in the German lines to assist the infantry. Penetration ought to be achievable up to the opposing artillery zone, but nobody was looking at exploitation beyond – that was the cavalry’s business. Crews made do with skimpy knowledge. ‘I and my crew,’ wrote one tank commander, ‘did not have a tank of our own the whole time we were in England. Ours went wrong the day it arrived.’ He catalogued a series of shortfalls he and his men had to overcome. ‘We had no reconnaissance or map reading  . . . no practices or lectures on the compass  . . . we had no signalling  . . . and no practice in considering orders.’ The 30-ton machines were grossly under-powered and unsophisticated, breaking down frequently as drivers – tense with anxiety – made errors. On the way to the front the crews found themselves pressured by outlandish security measures and called upon to give wasteful and mechanically wearing demonstrations to curious commanders. Like most soldiers in warfare, they were exhausted before they even reached the start line. As they passed through the wagon lines behind the Somme the fatigued infantry, thinned by losses and tempered by cynicism, viewed them certainly with bewilderment, but also hope.


     Despite the mixed results of their first employment the public at home was thrilled. Moving-picture shows were crammed with crowds seeking to see the first ‘Tanks’ movie film. For the same reason that spellbound satellite-TV audiences watched minute-by-minute reports of precision-guided-missile strikes during the first Gulf War in the 1990s, people in 1916 were fascinated by the new technology of war. This sense of wonderment encouraged recruits to join tank units. ‘They certainly impressed me,’ declared Sam Lytle, who had joined the Liverpool Scottish infantry in 1914 and viewed them at Flers. ‘Of course, I was only a lad at the time’ – he had lied about his age on enlistment – ‘but to see those damned great things, snorting and rolling their way through the mud, machine-guns sticking out everywhere and all firing at once – no wonder Jerry ran! I’d have run if they’d been on the other side.’ He volunteered to transfer in early 1917.


     General Sir Douglas Haig demanded 1,000 new tanks and set up on 8 October 1916 a new Tank Corps HQ to develop tanks in France. Heading the new Corps was Brigadier Hugh Elles, aided by his new chief staff officer Major J.F.C. Fuller, a sceptical and intelligent infantryman. Fuller set about collecting, synthesising and disseminating every scrap of information about tanks and how best to employ them. During the winter of 1917 tactical notes were published and technical direction was issued to crews and the newly founded workshop organisation.


     Despite all the enthusiasm, tanks were employed piecemeal and unimaginatively over the wrong ground at the battles of Arras, Bullecourt, Messines and Passchendaele. ‘It was unfortunate that the decision to send the tanks rested with officers in high places,’ complained Sergeant J.C. Allnatt, a tank driver at Messiness in the Ypres salient. ‘If these officers had been to see the salient, and if they had had the brains of a child, they surely would never have committed the tank crews to practically certain death. Every member of the Tank Corps, even those of the lowest rank, knew that they should not be there.’


     The Mark I Mother prototype, with its ‘female’ machine-gun version designed to protect the ‘male’ 6-pounder variant, was rapidly upgraded to a Mark IV. By April 1917 these were arriving in considerable numbers at the front. Although underpowered by the same 105hp engine, its frontal armour was increased from 10mm to 12mm, rendering it impervious to German armour-piercing bullets. A previous German official report had read, ‘comparatively easy prey for the artillery, who detailed special guns to deal with it’. They had not yet, however, faced a massed tank attack.


     This occurred at dawn on 20 November 1917, when the full strength of the British Tank Corps, 476 tanks, drove at the Hindenburg Line along a six-mile front at Cambrai under cover of a surprise artillery bombardment by 1,003 guns. Waves of tanks emerging spectre-like from the mist and smoke of that November morning terrified the leading German formations. ‘Without exaggeration,’ wrote a German officer viewing the ensuing flight, ‘some of the infantry seemed to be off their heads with fright.’ Special barbed-wire grapnel tanks were in front, clearing the way for the second wave. Progress was amazingly rapid for officers and men used to measuring progress in yards. A huge breach almost six miles wide and up to 4,000 yards deep was torn in the line. It cost 4,000 British casualties, but over 4,200 German prisoners were taken with 100 guns. ‘An advance of over five miles in one day! Not bad, you know,’ declared Private Alan Bacon, ‘considering that a similar penetration at the Third Battle of Ypres took three months to accomplish and cost tens of thousands of lives.’ Ten days later a short sharp gas-and-smoke bombardment heralded a German infantry counter-attack employing the new Sturm, or storm, tactics and restored the line. Fifty British tanks were marooned on the wrong side of the line, providing the Germans with a free nucleus of tank equipments, if they chose to use them.


THE VIEW THROUGH THE CHAIN-MAIL MASK


Close confinement of officers and men within tanks, like the effect of stunning casualties on infantry battalions, was beginning to erode the traditional class divide between officers and other ranks. ‘I think it’s true to say we were a band of brothers – real enthusiasts,’ stated Captain Donald Richardson, the commander of Fray Bentos with F Battalion. The Tank Corps was a new and distinctive arm that would develop its own unique characteristics. ‘The old infantry view about talking shop in the mess just went overboard in the Tank Corps of those days,’ Richardson recalled. ‘We sat around until all hours at night talking about carburettors and magnetos, 6-pounders and the relative merits of the Hotchkiss and Lewis machine-guns.’


     Tank crewmen were distinguishable by their unorthodox clothing. Most were issued with the upturned soup-plate helmet, but it was painted light blue and they wore a leather jerkin over their uniform. Faces were partially veiled by chain-mail, not dissimilar in appearance to an African witch-doctor mask, or ‘crusader chain-mail masks’ according to Private Eric Potten. Alfred Simpson, serving with the heavy section of the Machine Gun Corps, described it as ‘made of dark leather and shaped to the contours of the upper half of the human face. There are two slits for the eyes and a curtain of chain-mail hangs down from the nose line.’ Its function was to shield the face against the ‘flaking’ effect of tiny metal splinters that violently spun off the inner hull when it was struck by bullets on the outer armour. These inflicted small but uncomfortable and infection-prone wounds to exposed flesh. Simpson and other crew members viewed each other through these grotesque and restrictive veils, which echoed the confined conditions inside the tanks.


     The Mark I measured 31 feet long by 18 feet 8 inches wide and 8 feet high. At the rear was a ‘tail,’ or pair of metal wheels, connected to an axle to assist steering. The fighting compartment housed a giant, 6-cylinder Daimler engine roaring at 1,000rpm, completely exposed to make it easy for the crew to lubricate the moving parts. The downside of the arrangement was the lack of protection from heat and fumes, and the need, when tired or distracted in battle, to dodge dangerous moving parts while on the move. Eight men were packed into the remaining space. Two, the commander and gearsman, were at the front; four were loading and firing the Lewis guns and 6-pounders at the sides, and there were two brakesmen at the rear. A pipe from the exhaust manifold carried the smoke through a hole in the roof. Crews leaned a can of water against this pipe to make tea. This virtual oven, however, meant that temperatures commonly reached 125 degrees Fahrenheit. ‘Heat in the fighting compartment became unbearable after a short while,’ recalled Alf Simpson, ‘and it was not uncommon for some crews to end a day’s fighting in vest and pants.’


     Tank design had thus far concentrated exclusively on the machine’s fight capabilities. Scant thought had been applied to the man inside. All he would see was a violently pitching landscape framed through a letterbox-size opening. Other crew members were only dimly discernible in the dark, hazy interior.


     In battle the din of the roaring engine and rattling tracks, concussive cracks from the 6-pounder firing and the insane chatter of Lewis guns was amplified by the hermetically sealed metal interior. Intelligible communication with other crew members was difficult. Engine heat combined with petrol, oil and cordite fumes assailed the senses. Commanders could do little to assist gunners to find and engage targets and had to concentrate on driving the tank by hand signals to the man changing the gears and the two men at each track to the rear who ‘braked’ to change direction.


     Crews developed various signals to drive and steer the tank. Alf Simpson remembered that when the driver wanted to change gear he banged on the transmission to attract the attention of the gearsman and held up one finger for first and two for second gear. ‘Two fingers pointed down meant engage neutral.’ William Francis, with the 5th Battalion, recalled that his driver would ‘get hold of a spanner and tap the side of the tank’ to indicate whether he wanted to go left or right. ‘I think one tap was for him to turn right and two taps was turn left.’


     Doing this in the din of battle was physically and mentally taxing. Sudden unexpected drumfire on hulls transformed anxieties to naked fear. ‘Talk about noise,’ declared Albert Driver, driver of the tank Early Bird at Cambrai, ‘the sound of bullets on our plating was like fifty hailstorms on one corrugated iron shed.’ With the fumes and ‘if the guns were going as well’ remembered Eric Potten with the 6th Battalion, ‘you were completely done for a little while when you got out again.’ Physical release combined with emotional relief at surviving another day, as Private Archie Richards vividly recalled:


 


As soon as we were out of action, we could open the tank traps. Oh, you would never believe the relief. You took long breaths of fresh air, you gulped it in. There was freedom – freedom all round. Freedom of limbs, freedom of arms, freedom of breath, freedom of mind.


 


Fatigue was accentuated by the constant and severe buffeting crews endured inside their machines when moving. ‘The engine was quite powerful and vibrated the machine somewhat,’ remembered Richards, ‘But it was the movement that was worse, up and down, this way and that. I had a job sometimes to set on my target to shoot. I’d just get set and ready to fire, and bang, the tank would lurch somewhere, throw me right off’.


     Obstacle crossing was particularly trying. Bumping across the fascine-filled trenches of the Hindenberg Line was an imprecise act. ‘Could we ever get over?’ one tank commander recalled thinking, tense at the memory of disasters seen during pre-assault training.


 


Anyhow, down we dropped and up, up, up – no one thought of the balance point – until at last we crashed down upon the other side, splitting open my section commander’s head, and petrol cans, oil cans and ammunition boxes scattered all over the place.


 


Proponents of the tank showed propaganda pieces like The King Visits a Tankadrome in which an awesome image was shown of a tank surmounting a huge concrete ammunition bunker shaped like a rock boulder. Lieutenant Alan Scrutton was present during filming:


 


It came up with a great deal of noise, appeared on the flat top, balanced for a second on the crown of the descent and as it dropped, inch by inch, it suddenly lost all grip and shot to the bottom, burying its nose several feet in the mud of the field below, just in front of His Majesty.


 


Those in charge of the demonstration winced. The silent film cheerfully displayed the next frame showing ‘His Majesty’s concern about the lads inside’. ‘We all stood holding our breath,’ Scrutton remembered, ‘wondering if anyone inside was still alive, when, to our amazement, after a short pause, the tank went slowly on its way and came to an even keel alongside the King.’ ‘The Lads Inside’, the film continued, showing them cheerfully climbing out. ‘Out hopped Haseler, the commander,’ recalled Scrutton, ‘with a grin all over his face, made light of it and was congratulated by the King.’ He was followed by ‘two other men looking very shaken’. They were wearing dress uniform and looked sheepish and deferential. The film shows the King being led away, having ‘no idea’, as Scrutton pointed out, ‘that the remainder of the crew were still inside the tank unconscious!’


     New tank crews had to deal with claustrophobia from the very start, not aided by the limited and constantly undulating vision offered by the vision slits. Lloyd George, cushioned in the comfortable surrounds of Hatfield Park during the first practical demonstration, observed. ‘To enter, it was necessary to stoop under the sponson, insert the head and trunk and finally pull up the feet; to leave one lowered the feet until they touched the ground and then folded the body downwards until the head was clear.’ He would also note that this was a demonstration, conducted in a civilised and relaxed manner: ‘On Lord Salisbury’s golf course it cost a number of bruises; in action, with the machine on fire, it took great good fortune to emerge at all.’ The perceptive Lloyd George identified the unease shared by all tank crews in battle – about how to get out in the event of disaster. ‘The last resort was a small manhole in the roof’ – but, he noticed, ‘it would have admitted only a very undersized man in great desperation.’


     The tank was designed to overcome the stalemate imposed by machine-gun, wire and artillery and restore mobility to operations on the Western Front. The German General Staff was confident in the ability of their infantry and artillery to deal with the new threat. An arms race of tank against gun began and tank men would have to cope with the emotional consequences of winning or losing. There was no debate about which had the lead at this point. Artillery guns were having devastating effects on the early tanks.


     Marooned tanks always attracted the attention of German artillery batteries. ‘The tank staggers and a blinding flash comes through the half-closed driving port,’ recalled Captain Donald Richardson, whose tank Fray Bentos was subjected to several days of bombardment during the Third Battle of Ypres. ‘An explosion, louder than the rest, lights up the whole interior of the tank and sends a fusillade of rattles against the hull.’ With another tank burning fiercely nearby, ‘a blinding detonation staggers the tank and a piece of white hot metal flies between Hill and Trew’, two of his crew. Then, after their tank had been rocked by bangs and the concussive impacts of near misses:


 


A large, jagged splinter came violently through the gun port and took Arthurs full in the face, tearing through his lower jaw and burying itself in his chest. He fell without a sound and the slant of the tank pitched him into the engine, his body slithering on to the floor, and leaving a smear of blood on the engine cover.


 


Of the 378 mass of tanks attacking Cambrai 179 were lost on the first day, thirty-nine of these knocked out by the German 213 Field Artillery Regiment, whose enterprising commander had specifically trained his gunners to engage moving targets over open sights.


     Alfred Simpson recalled that it was a ‘gruesome task’ salvaging the hulks, ‘particularly where the tanks had been burned out’. ‘We would get the sponson door open,’ explained Simpson:


 


‘And there would be several pairs of legs standing there. Just legs. Nothing on top of them. Perhaps the fire had been more intense from the waist height or something; I don’t know what the reason was but it was the same in every tank. Just legs  . . .’


CREW ERGONOMICS AND TANK VERSUS TANK


When Haig placed his first order for 100 tanks at the beginning of 1916, the French had placed a firm order for a French variant with the manufacturer Schneider for 400. Both sides were blissfully ignorant of their parallel developments of tanks, or chars d’assault, as the French called them. The French ‘Swinton’ leading the effort in 1915 was artillery Colonel Jean Estienne. As in Britain, existing technology was utilised to produce a tracked form of armoured car, then a wire-cutting vehicle, until it coalesced into a tracked vehicle not dissimilar to Tritton’s Little Willie prototype. Without realising they were six months behind British development, the French took a short cut by accepting the armoured box on short tracks and placed the substantial order without exhaustive trench-crossing trials. Two variants emerged: the Schneider, with a 75mm gun and two Hotchkiss machine-guns, and the French Army design department’s St Chamond tank, which had a better 75mm and four machine-guns. Seventeen millimetres of armour made them impervious to small-arms fire. The dramatic appearance of the British tank caused the French some chagrin, because the Germans widened their trenches to eight feet to cope with the ‘terror weapons’, which did not greatly impede the British but did the French. French tanks did not appear in substantial numbers until 1917, by which time the Germans had adapted their artillery to dealing with moving targets over open sights.


     While Cambrai demonstrated the potential for massed tank assaults, it stretched the new Tank Corps to its human and material limits. Some 47 per cent of the 378 fighting tanks were lost on the first day and on the second day casualties, exhaustion and mechanical wear and tear prevented a replication of the effort and success of the first assault. As a consequence the battle descended into a Herculean infantry and artillery slogging match.


     Despite heavy losses of Allied tanks in the summer and autumn of 1917, both the British and French tank forces improved in quantity and quality. By November the British took delivery of nearly 1,000 Mark IVs, with 450 ready for action. The French had some 500 Schneiders and St Chamonds. Owing to the haste with which the tank had been developed, mechanical unreliability blighted performance, as did also bad ergonomics and the scratch-trained crews drafted in to man the rapidly expanding tank formations. French tank driver Winston Roche recalled the confinement and ‘terrible’ sensations living in and fighting his machine. ‘You are practically sitting on the engine, and the noise of the engine and gun concussions outside the tank – it’s like being in a maelstrom of noise, racket and discomfort.’ Echoing the British tank crews, Roche continued, ‘You’re just tickled pink to get the damn thing back to where you can park it and get out!’


     Technology started to change the shape of the tank towards the end of the war. As heavier types were improved, smaller and more numerous tank types appeared. William Tritton made a proposal for a ‘Chaser’ tank as early as December 1916 and during 1917 the first 14-ton Medium A or Whippet tanks were developed. They were the first recognisably modern-looking tank, driven by one man, with low-profile tracks to keep the weight down and separate the engine and transmission from the crew in the back. With a speed of over 8mph they were twice as fast as the Mark IV, but had a fixed turret with four swivelling machine-guns.


     The comparative failure of the early French Schneiders and St Chamonds led Estienne to campaign for the introduction of the Renault FT. This was designed as a cheap, easily produced machine-gun carrier of only 6 tons to provide direct fire support for the infantry in the assault. Nicknamed the ‘Mosquito’, it could be deployed by being off-loaded from a truck. ‘Infantry loved them,’ declared Winston Roche. Despite being light ‘it gave you a feeling you were invincible because you could hear the bullets hitting the sides’. ‘If they had an especially tough machine-gun nest that was going to take a lot of lives,’ Roche declared, ‘you could run right on up to it just like you were thumbing your nose at it.’ It went safely through the wire, enabling them to ‘go right up to it and shoot right in there and clean them out’. With its fully revolving turret and raised superstructure on tracks, and its engine at the rear, this two-man tank could be built cheaply and in very large numbers. Production ran at seventy-five per week in the middle of 1918, and 3,000 were produced by the time of the Armistice. Its outline was recognisably modern and represented a step nearer the day when defences might be overwhelmed by masses of tanks.


     Finally the Germans recognised that Allied tank developments might have to be matched. The Russian collapse after the October Revolution meant that offensive operations would be required if the forces released from the East were to swing the balance in the West before the Americans arrived. A wooden mock-up was produced in January 1917 for the A7V and 100 were ordered. Only twenty were ever made. They made their debut in the Ludendorff Spring Offensive in 1918, fighting alongside reconfigured British tanks captured earlier at Cambrai. Simply a large armoured box crewed by eighteen men on top of a Holt-type chassis, the tank’s tortoise-like hull overlapped the tracks, giving it an ungainly, top-heavy appearance and impeding mobility. Armed with a 57mm gun and six machine-guns, it was powered by two Daimler 100hp engines, which at 8mph gave it twice the speed of British tanks.


     Sam Lytle served two years in the infantry before transferring to a tank battalion. On 24 April 1918 he recalled ‘Jerry had put down a lot of mustard gas on the Bois d’Aquenne where our tanks were lying. So we thought we had better get up there and do what we could about casualties.’ The Germans had launched an attack against the Villers-Brettonaux position spearheaded by four infantry divisions and thirteen of their own tanks. Their presence meant that for the first time tanks might face each other. What would the impact of machine against machine be on men? A heavy bombardment of high explosive and gas shells preceded the advance.


     When Lytle arrived he remembered what a ‘dreadful place that wood was. Full of dead and dying birds, and the gas hung heavy about in the trees and bushes.’ Tank crews already in situ had been caught out, they had masks ‘but either they weren’t very effective, or some of them hadn’t put them on properly, because we found several tank chaps suffering badly from the effects of the gas.’ Tank crews were vulnerable to gas as it could linger within the vehicles. Until now, tanks on both sides had focused on combating static infantry machine-gun and artillery emplacements. Moving targets traversing undulating ground were a new experience. Lytle was startled by a warning from the infantry in the woods. ‘Look out! Jerry tanks about!’ he heard someone shout. ‘Then I saw one of them,’ he recalled. ‘Looked just like an iron tortoise with the armour plating hanging down around the tracks like a skirt almost touching the ground.’


     German A7V tanks had led the infantry through the early-morning gas-laden mist and smoke toward the Bois d’Aquenne and the villages of Villers-Bretonneux and Cachy. ‘The mist aided the penetration of the line,’ recalled Leutnant Ernst Volckheim, a panzer commander, ‘and the English were totally surprised at the appearance of tanks.’ Officers had laboriously surveyed the ground in motor vehicles prior to the advance, even taking their tank drivers with them. Their ‘heavy field kitchens’, as the A7Vs were ostentatiously labelled, had been brought up from the rear by train and unloaded in darkness at night. ‘Morale was high because for the first time we were driving into the enemy,’ recalled Volckheim.


     Thus far the German advance had proved unstoppable. ‘Panic reigned everywhere among the enemy,’ Volckheim observed, ‘who was seeing this new dangerous German weapon for the first time.’ The mist was thick, with visibility down to 30–40 metres. They soon outdistanced the infantry and trundled forward alone. ‘Everything that could be discerned as enemy on the attack line was annihilated,’ Volckheim stated. Prisoners of war were marshalled together by the tanks and sent back as the mist began to clear. To his left Oberleutnant Steinhard’s group of four panzers ‘suddenly saw three English tanks, which he immediately engaged with his main armament’.


     Second Lieutenant Frank Mitchell’s crew in their Mark IV were suffering badly from the effects of gas, their eyes puffed up and smarting, exposed patches of skin sore and inflamed. ‘A great thrill ran through us all,’ Mitchell later wrote. As he looked through a loophole:


 


There, some three hundred yards away, a round squat-looking monster was advancing; behind it came waves of infantry, and further away to the left and right crawled two more of these armed tortoises.


     So we had met our rivals at last! For the first time in history tank was encountering tank!


 


This was a chance encounter. Nobody had envisaged or designed for tanks fighting tanks. What followed was a strange version of ‘blind man’s buff’. Ranging shots barked out as the tanks zig-zagged toward each other, driving around trenches and obstacles..


     ‘Above the roar of our engine sounded the staccato rat-tat-tat-tat of machine-guns,’ wrote Mitchell, as ‘another furious jet of bullets sprayed our steel side, the splinters clanging against the engine cover. The Jerry tank had treated us to a broadside of armour-piercing bullets.’ The tanks manoeuvred for favourable positions and fired ranging shots over a period of half an hour before a panzer commanded by Leutnant Biltz struck first one then the other of the British female tanks, who withdrew. Having been holed they were vulnerable to machine-gun fire. The powerful German machines moved at 8mph, twice the pace of the slower Mark IV, enabling faster drives to superior firing positions or cover. Mitchell’s position was precarious. His rear Lewis gunner was wounded by an AP bullet that penetrated the plate, while his 6-pounder gunner, working single-handed, was aiming with his left eye as his right had been swollen by the gas. Both sides instinctively sought sheltered dips in the ground. Meanwhile:


 


The roar of our engine, the nerve-racking noise of our machine-guns blazing at the Boche infantry and the thunderous boom of the 6-pounders, all bottled up in that narrow space, filled our ears with tumult, while the fumes of petrol and cordite half stifled us.


 


Seven Whippet Medium tanks, expecting to deal with the infantry reported around Villers-Bretonneux, blundered into the advancing panzer Gruppe. ‘Another German fighting vehicle saw seven light tanks coming and succeeded in hitting three, while the others quickly sought cover’, Leutnant Volckheim observed with satisfaction. This engagement was so rapid that Captain Price, the Whippet leader, retreated and reported that his detachment had been hit by a field gun. He had not spotted the tanks.


     This tank meeting engagement, like so many that would follow it as time went on, was confusing and unpredictable. The primary difference was the slow-motion pace at which the fighting was conducted. ‘Our own infantry,’ Mitchell remarked, ‘were standing in their trenches watching the duel with tense interest, like spectators in the pit of a theatre.’ He realised he was never going to hit a moving target while he was ‘going up and down like a ship in a heavy sea’.


 


I took a risk and stopped the tank for a moment. The pause was justified; a well-aimed shot hit the enemy’s turret, bringing him to a standstill. Another roar and yet another puff at the front of the tank denoted a second hit! Peering with swollen eyes through his narrow slit, the gunner shouted words of triumph that were drowned by the noise of the engine. Then once more he aimed with great deliberation and hit the third time.


 


Volckheim claimed that the German vehicle was ‘able to retire under its own power’. Mitchell was convinced he ‘had knocked the monster out!’ and proceeded to shoot up the fleeing crew with machine-guns as they emerged. Difficulties in confirming the impact of hits was to characterise future tank warfare. Reports from this confusing engagement are not clear. Mitchell was left in possession of the field, but Volckheim concluded, ‘the Germans had demonstrated their superiority over the British tanks’. Machine had been pitted against machine, and this would have implications.


     The impact on both sides was considerable. While the German conviction about the need for tanks to support offensive operations was strengthened, they also identified the need to halt in order to accurately engage targets, a practice that was to pay dividends in future conflicts. HQ British Tank Corps saw the need to mount an anti-tank weapon on all tanks and develop practice techniques for shooting accurately on the move; probably a false deduction. It was decided that as many of the female tanks as possible should have a 6-pounder affixed. In essence, this chance encounter was, in the absence of any other experience, to provide some inspiration for future armoured fighting techniques, particularly among the avant-garde of tank developers. It was, however, eclipsed by the final momentous push against Germany and the approaching inevitability of an Armistice.


     ‘August 8th was the black day of the German Army in the history of this war,’ declared General Erich von Ludendorf as the Allied armies advanced on Amiens. Even with improved Mark V and other tank types, the Tank Corps had difficulty, as at Cambrai, sustaining tank operations at the same pace and intensity as the infantry and artillery battle. On the first day 430 tanks were engaged, which reduced to 155 the following day, eighty-five the next and only thirty-eight on the fourth. This steep decline in effectiveness had more to do with mechanical breakdown, crew sickness and exhaustion than enemy action. Unsprung tracks produced bruising, bone-shaking rides in which the men were pitched around hot engines while enduring stressful noise levels. Tank designers had neglected the human dimension in their designs and the cumulative impact of this neglect was only now becoming apparent.


     Tanks were a break-through, not a break-out weapon, and could barely keep up with the infantry and artillery. One survey conducted in August 1918 assessed that with good weather and ground, sound engine condition and average-intensity fighting, ‘crew can be counted on for twelve hours in action after leaving the line of deployment’. Bad conditions, though could substantially reduce this. The report revealed a typical example:


 


In the action of the 23 August some crews were physically ill after two hours fighting. These tanks had done a bit of running and it had been impossible to overhaul the engines. Consequently the exhaust had warped and joints became loose, and the tank was full of petrol fumes. Three men were sent to hospital, one of them in critical condition.


 


In the spring following the Armistice four tanks took part in a ceremonial march over the Hohenzollern Bridge, crossing the River Rhine into Cologne. It was the precursor to the occupation of Germany. Four years earlier only German infantry and artillery had crossed moving west and tanks had been the stuff of science fiction. Technology had moved at breakneck speed in three short years. It remained to be seen whether the new technology had outstripped human capacity in crew ergonomic terms to keep up.
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NEW TANK MEN


NEW MACHINES


‘Thank God we can now get back to some real soldiering!’ declared an ‘old-school officer’ to J.F.C. Fuller, the chief staff officer of the fledgeling Tank Corps on the day the Armistice was signed. The French and British armies resumed peacetime soldiering with a lifestyle centred on the cavalry regiment. At a time when technology, accelerated by wartime developments, was changing the world, professional soldiers would have to make do with existing equipments and reduced budgets. Cheap motor cars poured from the factories, outnumbering the horse and carriage that characterised the pre-war generation. Production of Henry Ford’s Model T rose to 24 million in 1924.


     At war’s end the Tank Corps comprised of over twenty battalions, but within months it was reduced to four. ‘The tank proper was a freak,’ declared Major General Sir Lewis Jackson, the Director of Trench Warfare and Supplies at the Ministry of Munitions, to an audience at the Royal United Services Institute on 17 December 1919. ‘The circumstances which called it into existence were exceptional and not likely to recur. If they do they can be dealt with by other means.’


     Politicians saw tanks as an unnecessary expense in peacetime. The Americans had simply bought two-man French light Renault tanks on arrival in France. Four Medium C Whippet tanks rumbled past the Cenotaph during the impressive victory parade of 1919, but there was controversy surrounding the formal adoption of tanks as an established British service arm for five years after the war. Royal approval was finally granted for a tank corps of initially four battalions on 18 October 1923.


     There was no threat in Europe and armies had to compete for scant resources. Defeated Germany was forbidden to manufacture tanks, aircraft or battleships, under the punishing protocols of the Treaty of Versailles that followed the Armistice.


     Britain and France led the way with the formal establishment of a tank corps, but there was little agreement over what tanks were for. Walking-pace tank advances had given the Germans time to bring up reserves and re-form the front. In four days of fighting the Tank Corps lost 72 per cent of its tanks. Neither was the French or American experience appreciably better. The French lost 367 and the Americans seventy tanks on the Argonne-Champagne front at a cost of 40 per cent of their crews. Clearly the tank was not a war-winning wonder weapon.


     Tanks were not employed according to the advice of their proponents. Swinton saw his idea of a mass surprise attack with minimum artillery preparation compromised at Flers. It had been devised as a stalemate-busting, maybe war-winning option, a huge tank ‘raid’ to constrain the Germans into tying up huge defence resources. Instead it developed into a full-scale offensive that was compromised by unrealistic objectives and poor planning.


     Disagreement among tank experts themselves provided ammunition for detractors. Fuller imagined attacking the opposing HQs, the ‘brain’,  of commanding generals to make the enemy front line collapse. His ‘Plan 1919’, though was thwarted by the German request for an Armistice.


     Captain B.H. Liddell-Hart was another British thinker seeking to resolve the deadlock of trench warfare. His solution was that there was always an unexpected place or way to hit the enemy, an ‘indirect approach’. Liddell-Hart proposed that an advance would break open the front and flow into the interior, spreading disaster through the chain of military command right up to the enemy’s government level. By the late 1920s, Britain was leading the way in tank technological development and created an ‘Experimental Force’ to test its theories.


     Britain had developed the Vickers Medium Tank Mark I by 1921. This was recognisably modern with a sprung suspension and revolving 3-pounder (47mm) gun turret and six machine-guns. The high-velocity, flat-trajectory gun indicated that tank-to-tank combat was envisaged. Its fighting compartment and general layout, and particularly its 150-mile radius and mechanical reliability, put it far ahead of any other fighting vehicle at the time.


     The Experimental Mechanical Force was established on Salisbury Plain in 1927. Combined within it were tankettes, armoured cars, Vickers Medium tanks, an infantry battalion mounted in half-tracked vehicles with machine-gun carriers and six-wheeled trucks, engineers, and an artillery regiment with some 18-pounder guns. This innovatory approach symbolised Britain’s reputation in the early 1930s as a world leader in the training and tactical handling of mechanised formations. At the same time it was a demonstration of naked political ambition by the fledgeling RTC (Royal Tank Corps) to achieve influence in a future British mechanised army. Its inception was steered by Colonel George Lindsay RTC, who like Fuller saw the force as a miniature prototype for a tank force with few supporting arms and services. The Director of Staff Duties (DSD) army view, by contrast, was to test the practicality of an all-arms mechanised division.


     In a series of exercises pitting the new experimental force against superior cavalry and infantry formations, the armoured element, despite creative result ‘fixing’ by supervising umpires, invariably won. Key to these exercise victories, conducted during large manoeuvres on Salisbury Plain, was radio-transmission control. Direct voice radio dynamically accelerated the reaction and movement timings of the armoured force. Command tanks were fitted with crystal-controlled radio sets which were easier to tune to one another and light years ahead of previous Morse telegraphic traffic. ‘The large-scale manoeuvres in co-operation with the infantry lasted often for several weeks,’ remembered one tank driver, ‘and during that time the participants were on almost continuous duty.’ He thoroughly enjoyed the high tempo of such exercises: driving a tank, ‘when one becomes used to it,’ he enthused, ‘can at times be wonderfully exhilarating’. Thundering over undulating ground,


 


The quick rush down the slopes, the roaring up the stiff little hills, swaying, bucking, leaping, bouncing over furrowed fields with the engine shrieking like a demon and the rush of air on one’s face – these are pleasant memories which remain fresh in the mind, still bringing a thrill and a sort of nostalgia for the dead days.


 


Fuller and Liddell-Hart’s views were idealistic because they paid scant attention to the basic crew-ergonomics of manning these vehicles. The protection and mobility afforded by armoured vehicles meant the crew ‘could become a true fighter of weapons by ceasing to be a human pack mule,’ declared Fuller.


     So captivated was he by the potential for war fighting that he believed conscript armies would be replaced by a ‘New Model Army’ built around tank capabilities. Liddell-Hart, by now the principal media spokesman for tanks and a contributor to the Daily Telegraph, believed, like Fuller, that tanks could therefore replace infantry. He was completely opposed to including an infantry battalion, even a battalion of machine-gun specialised troops, in Lindsay’s original concept for setting up the Experimental Mechanised Force. This was the idealistic backdrop to the manoeuvres conducted on Salisbury Plain in the early 1930s.


     Tank men actually engaged in these manoeuvres viewed progress from a different perspective. ‘Where we were going, what time it would end, none of us knew except the leaders,’ commented a tank driver:


 


We followed blindly. I used to wonder what would happen if this was actual warfare and the staff cars bombed to bits. None of the tank crews would know what to do - whether to retreat, proceed or hide up. In war time, if the same sorry procedure were adopted, there must inevitably be extreme confusion and enormous casualties.


 


Poor communications bedevilled the experiment. It was difficult to make a motley collection of fifteen different vehicle types within the total 280 work. Crucially, technology had changed, but not attitudes. ‘In no-man’s-land everything possible went wrong,’ recalled the tank driver on exercise. Headquarters tanks received orders by wireless from staff officers and then ‘made frightful blunders when re-transmitting by flags to the Whippets and Mediums not possessing wirelesses. The net result was ‘indescribable confusion’ resulting from contradictory signals.


 


Halt and advance? How can we do both? Oh wash that out! I should think so! Left incline? That’s better. Oh but it isn’t, we’ll land in a river! What? Wash that out too? Then where the devil  . . . ? Oh! Right incline! Now we know  . . .


     What now? Halt? But surely, we can’t halt here? We’re in sight of the enemy guns. They’re not fifty yards away, and firing at us like blazes  . . . we’re being blown to bits.


 


This wry reportage of radio traffic inside the turret ended with tactical defeat. ‘Still  . . . obey orders. It’s only manoeuvres. Thank Heaven!’ he cryptically comments.


     At the end of the 1928 training season the Armoured Force was effectively closed down, although an experimental tank brigade was established in 1931. This left the traditional ‘old guard’ in the ascendant in the tank-versus-horse debate as the best advocates for change were dispersed and sent to other jobs. There were genuine concerns at the direction of the debate. General Sir Archibald Montgomery-Massingberd, the General Officer Commanding (GOC) Southern Command, believed the mechanised force ‘although invaluable for experimental purposes  . . . was definitely affecting adversely the Cavalry and Infantry’. The infantry wanted heavy tanks that advanced at walking pace, of course under infantry command. The extremists, led by Fuller and Liddell-Hart, wanted armies composed of tanks with virtually no supporting arms whatsoever. Perceptive observers saw the importance of versatility, giving selected elements of the whole army a degree of mobile cross-country capability. ‘What was wanted was to use the newest weapons to improve the mobility and firepower of the old formations,’ declared Montgomery-Massingberd, who viewed the experiment in his command with some suspicion. ‘What I wanted in brief was evolution and not revolution.’


     Even as the Experimental Mechanised Force was being put through its paces in England, groups of official-looking men formed up on the railway platform at Berlin in Germany to catch the Eastern Express. Every year at precisely the same time, groups of the same size took the same train from Bahnhof Berlin-Zoo dressed in civilian clothing, remarked Oberleutnant Klaus Müller, who accompanied one of the parties: ‘They travelled with numbered suitcases of the same size and colour. This always brought wry grins to the faces of the station officials and porters who smilingly wished them a pleasant journey and ‘goodbye for now’.’


     German panzer soldiers attending clandestine courses in Russia were an open secret by 1932, to those who sent them on their way.


     The German panzer arm or Panzerwaffe  had forty-five tanks divided into nine Abteilungen (troops) at the end of the war in 1918. Between 1920 and 1926 the first post-war Commander in Chief, Generaloberst Hans von Seekt, turned the Reichswehr (the small remaining professional German Army) into a virtual cadre organisation to retain the key elements needed for future expansion. Under the eyes of the International Allied Control Commission he started to rebuild the German Army with particular attention paid to technical excellence. A secret agreement was made with the Soviet Union in 1922 to train German panzer and Luftwaffe personnel in Russia in exchange for assistance to Soviet heavy industry. Von Seekt, astutely aware of the vulnerability of Germany after the occupation forces left in 1925, considered various options to defend a weakened Germany against possible intervention from east or west. A ‘people’s war’ of resistance was regarded as dishonourable by the Reichswehr, who opted for a counter-manoeuvre strategy to meet any of many threats. Crucial to this was the development of motorised forces for mobile defence.


     Heinz Guderian, a thirty-four-year-old Hauptmann (captain), was the future creator of the German panzer arm. In 1922 he was selected for a staff job with the new Inspectorate of Transport Troops. He was well aware of the potential of the new radios, having served with a heavy-wireless station among other appointments during the First World War. Uninspired at first by his new job, ‘I therefore initially looked for precedents from which I might learn about the experiments that had been made with armoured vehicles,’ he later wrote. He was assisted in this by Ernst Volckheim, who had witnessed the only tank-on-tank engagement of the war at Villers-Brettoneux. Volkheim was ‘collating information concerning the very limited use of German armoured vehicles’, Guderian recalled, ‘and the incomparably greater employment of enemy tank forces during the war’. As the English and French had more experience, he found that ‘it was principally the books and articles of the Englishmen, Fuller, Liddell-Hart and Martel, that excited my interest and gave me food for thought’. Guderian, an eminently practical staff officer, learned from rather than adopted their theories. ‘Deeply impressed by these ideas I tried to develop them in a sense practical for our own army’, which was much worse off than the British. The Treaty of Versailles obliged the Reichswehr to circumvent traditional norms and develop creative solutions that by necessity precluded them from Allied development paths.


     In March 1927 contracts for the design and production of two experimental tanks under the code-name ‘Army vehicle 20’ were awarded to each of three firms: Daimler-Benz, Krupp and Rheinmetall. Six ‘big tractors’ (Grosstraktor), with a 75mm gun in a revolving turret, were built in secrecy by Rheinmetall and delivered to the clandestine testing ground set up at Kazan in 1929 in the Soviet Union. They were followed by four six-ton ‘light tractors’, or Leichttracktor, armed with a 37mm gun. A ‘small tractor’, or Kleintracktor, was produced by Krupp, armed only with machine-guns. Shortcuts were taken by buying and adapting the existing British Carden-Lloyd chassis; thus the British contributed to the development of the Panzer Mark I light tank.


     Klaus Müller, who attended one of the secret courses recalled Guderian visiting in 1932 to test-drive some of the experimental vehicles. Technical tests were made on the tracks and running gear. Important decisions were made at Kazan regarding shooting training, the optimum design of crew fighting compartments, and optics. Russian students attended some of the courses, Russian tanks were driven and stilted social events conducted. No badges of rank were worn. ‘Despite beer and a lot of vodka,’ Müller recalled, ‘nobody got drunk and the discipline was good.’ Both sides were on their guard. Russian shooting training was found to be too cavalier for the Germans, with their penchant for close supervision and organisation. ‘When the bangs go off, everyone gets out of the way,’ explained the Russian interpreter to Müller. ‘They all know there is a shooting range here.’ A Russian course member, ignoring instructions to fire high, emptied 1,000 rounds of machine-gun ammunition into a neighbouring factory, injuring one of the workers. ‘What became of him was unknown,’ Müller wryly recalled.


     In 1933 the relationship with the Russians deteriorated. Russians were not allowed to attend future courses and the programme was closed down. All the installations were painstakingly dismantled and course administrative personnel transported under escort to Leningrad for passage back to the Reich. A new Chancellor had been appointed in Germany, Adolf Hitler.


     Hitler, who had fought as an infantryman in the First World War, was receptive to innovative ideas. As the National Socialist party organisation was brought into close association with the armed forces, discreet military training was offered for future Luftwaffe pilots and drivers. During a visit to the Kummersdorf army ordnance testing ground, accompanied by Guderian, Hitler saw the potential of panzers for the first time. ‘That’s what I need. That’s what I want to have,’ he said. By October 1935 Guderian, now a forty-seven-year-old colonel, was Chief of Staff to the newly created Panzerwaffe. He set out to deliver.


     Subterfuge was continued. Hitler directed in 1934 that the army was to be rebuilt in secrecy. In the autumn of 1934 an organisational chart for a Versuchs, or Experimental, Panzer Division 1934/35 was distributed to the Army Staff for comment. Tank theorists in all other armies were nonconformists in a hostile world. Guderian, however, was bringing ideas to fruition that were widely acceptable to the men around him.


     The tank-versus-horse debate and its importance relative to infantry did not occur in the German Army as with the Allies. Tanks were another tool in the box of military options. Guderian conducted exhaustive historical studies, observed English exercises and incorporated recent panzer practice and was convinced ‘that tanks can only realise their maximum potential if the other weapons, to which it is always reliant on help, in terms of speed and cross-country mobility, can be brought together as the same denominator’. Major Walther Nehring, Guderian’s assistant, recalled him explaining: ‘The tanks in this group of combined weapons plays the first violin, the others must follow the tune.’ The Germans, denied the open advantages conferred on the Allies by Versailles, had arrived at their own solution to the tank employment conundrum.


     The Allies and the Germans were shaping their thoughts on how to fight the tank (as tank men refer to their calling). They were academic and theoretical proposals untested in combat. Technical innovation in the recent history of modern warfare tended to promote the primacy of defence over offence; since the American Civil War infantry had been going below ground level in trenches to survive. Now a weapons system had arrived that might restore mobility – if human problems could be limited or eradicated. An intrinsic interrelationship between man and machine started to emerge in the years leading up to 1939. Thus far, tank development had subordinated crew comfort and combat sustainability to weapon superiority.


     There was no historical precedent how to fight tanks. The nearest parallel to Big Willie’s laborious progress across no-man’s-land in 1916 was the ancient war elephant, used by Alexander the Great in 3BCE and Hannibal two centuries before Christ. They were normally employed for shock effect and were fast and strong.


     However, elephants were easily stopped by fire and could be stampeded into their own lines. Like gas in the First World War, they did not discriminate between friend and foe unless conditions were right. The elephant, like the First World War tank, possessed limitations and advantages in equal measure.


     By the early 1930s designers were producing tanks that could run at speeds of between 20 and 28mph. The last time a war machine achieved such mobility was the ancient chariot. Tank design was a compromise between three fundamentals: mobility, meaning the suspension and running gear; protection in terms of the thickness of armour and shape of the hull; and firepower. Design improvements in one sphere inevitably cause problems in another. The war chariot had similar design conundrums, whereby technical advantages or disadvantages affected the crews’ chances of survival.


     Like tank mobility, the technology of the chariot was complex for its time. They were built by technicians to achieve bent-wood construction and required extensive logistic support. The driver, like tank drivers, required technical expertise to keep his vehicle running and was therefore a peculiar warrior type – a technical specialist.


     To achieve the same degree of cross-country mobility for tanks in the 1930s, sprung suspensions were developed. Mechanical unreliability and the lack of springs had contributed greatly to the pronounced crew fatigue that inhibited tank unit performances in 1918.


     To fight a chariot effectively with a crew of two or three required good teamwork. The Trojan warrior Asius, for example, in a mêlée described by Homer, went ‘on foot in front of his chariot, which the driver kept so close to him that his shoulders were fanned all the time by the horse’s breath’. Tank drivers need to instinctively predict where their commanders would wish them to best position the tank to shoot or seek cover.


     Tank protection and firepower of course differed significantly from that of the chariot. Tank men fought from within the confines of a metal box with nothing like the 360-degree vision of the charioteer. Anticipating the grisly impact of an anti-armour projectile within the dimly lit, claustrophobic confines of tanks was completely outside the charioteer’s experience. There were parallels regarding mobility. The ability to read ground, mechanical skills, teamwork, and the imperative to think and react quickly, were all characteristics shared by the charioteer and the tank man.


     In chariot warfare, drivers needed technical expertise. The machines, to be used en masse had to be husbanded within specialised military formations that taught the crews how to control their machines and maintain and repair them. Where would the particular type of men required to serve tanks come from in the twentieth century?


NEW MEN


Training and selecting tank men was an unknown art and different nations employed different approaches.


     Although many British tank recruits had some technical skill, the overwhelming majority were compelled to join by unemployment. ‘It was a very, very difficult time,’ remembered Bill Close, who joined in 1933. ‘In the thirties the slump was very, very difficult and in a small country town there was no hope for a lad like me, and I decided that the army was a good thing.’ Another private enlisted in the Tank Corps after being unemployed for three months claimed, ‘There was nothing else for me to do. ‘In the northern town where I lived half the normal adult population was out of work.’ Having seen ‘so much real poverty among them’, he resolved ‘that I could never have faced a life similar to theirs. So I joined the army.’ They did not all seek to become tank crews. ‘I thought joining the army would be a bit of a “lark”,’ wrote the northerner. Bill Close had fancied the 11th Hussars, ‘the fashionable regiment’, but it was over-subscribed. Cavalry appealed, as ‘the idea of horses intrigued me somewhat, but the recruiting sergeant said, “Sorry, son, no vacancies, why don’t you join the Tank Corps?” And so I said “OK”.’


     ‘By the time I decided to take the King’s shilling, I was following a well-trodden family path,’ declared Alan Wollastan, who joined in 1937 shortly after his twentieth birthday. ‘It was inevitable,’ he said, ‘particularly in view of the economic conditions in the 1930s, when a military career was a better option than civilian life.’ He was to join the 3rd Royal Tank Regiment (RTR). Jake Wardrop joined at nineteen, unable to settle in a nine-to-five job. Having inherited a love of mechanical things from his father it was natural, according to those who knew him, that he should join the Royal Tank Corps. Fred Goddard was asked to assemble a spring-type washing peg, initially hidden by a cloth, under time pressure. ‘I was informed after,’ he later wrote, ‘that many who had taken the same test had not been able to assemble the same peg.’ Harry Webb from Birmingham recalled that on arrival at the recruiting office, ‘I was given an aptitude test which consisted of stripping a bicycle bell and reassembling it’, after which ‘I had to swear allegiance to the King.’


     Fred Goddard had a ‘love for engines’, but the air force was out of the question owing to his poor education. At the army recruiting office he was sensitive about his lack of education certificates and the poor state of his teeth. With typical army pragmatism the recruiting sergeant, having identified his mechanical bias, suggested that ‘as I was only five feet four inches tall, I would fit into a tank very well’ – and they would sort out his teeth. He was in.

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
Tank Men

Robert Kershaw





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





