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DEFINITION


 


Strictly speaking, there has only ever been one tank, and that was the rhomboidal shaped, caterpillar-tracked machine which first went into action on 15 September 1916. Since then the shape has changed although the name has not. Caterpillar-tracked machines – whether with their guns encased in rotating turrets, buried in fixed mountings within the hull or on open platforms above the hull – have all at some time come to be known as tanks though to be accurate they were, respectively, main combat vehicles, armoured guns or self-propelled artillery. Thus, even when the rabid proponents or critics of so-called ‘all-tank armies’ used that phrase they usually had in mind ‘all-armoured mechanized armies’ including in them, for good measure, the unarmed but armoured infantry carrier.


In this book, for the same reason of convenience that has served in the past, the noun ‘tank’ will sometimes be used in its looser sense but the reader is asked to remember the clear distinctions separating the various categories of armoured fighting vehicles.




PREFACE


 


From its inception the story of tank warfare has been dominated by emotion – emotion in evolution and in narration. Not only did tanks revolutionize the art of war in less than a decade and set the military pundits at loggerheads, but the very association with modern battle and immense destruction of these symbolically brutal machines became the pacifist’s nightmare and the propagandist’s dream. Such has been the fascination of the tank that, with the possible exception of the fighting aeroplane, it can claim to have generated more literary endeavour than any new weapon. For tank warfare is a microcosm of war and therefore of life – the reflection of man’s struggle for survival incorporating the subtle, shifting nuances between defence and attack: aggression and regression.


It is hardly surprising, therefore, that accounts of the tank’s progress have become enshrined in myth. A wholly objective view so close to events is impossible and the most reputable works on the subject are those written by men closely connected with tank development. Undeniably it was to the Tank Idea’s advantage that its advocates were possessed of literary calibre and the propagandist’s art. Men such as Winston Churchill, Ernest Swinton, Albert Stern, G. le Q. Martel, J. F. C. Fuller, Basil Liddell Hart, Heinz Guderian and Charles de Gaulle, to name the most prominent, were the vital driving forces in pushing the tank into the forefront of military progress. But in telling their story it would have been surprising if, at times, they had not exhibited bias by emphasizing their successful contributions to the exclusion of their errors. Let us not be deluded into thinking that the literary outpourings of the tank pioneers are the products of absolute historic accuracy. For instance, there are contradictions between what Guderian wrote prior to 1939 and what he later recalled in his post-war and oft quoted book Panzer Leader. Similar discrepancies can be found among the successive works of Swinton, Fuller, Liddell Hart and all the others.


I have endeavoured to simplify a complex subject and reduce it as close to objectivity as possible without eliminating the drama. I take the view that tank warfare developed too quickly for mental digestion and that those who carped at the impediments to its meteoric career forgot how much slower had been the advancement of earlier revolutionary weapons: for example the machine-gun was 150 years from inception to production. I must also admit to a similar petulance myself on previous occasions while in no way rejecting the need for impatience in those who wish to inspire ‘progress’ of any kind. There is always something new to learn and one can always be wrong. Contemporary history remains a hotbed of distortions.


In writing this book it has been my good fortune to come into possession of new material and much good advice, not only from those who were involved in the tank struggle but from the band of enthusiasts who have carried out recent research into the documents of the case. I refer particularly to Tim Nenninger, who compiled a formidable thesis on the subject of US Armor, and General Walter Nehring, whose recent book helps clarify the evolution of the German Tank Force and with whom I have had a rewarding correspondence. I am heavily indebted to Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Broad and Major-General Robert Grow for their memories and diaries giving insight into the formative days of, respectively, the British and US armoured forces; to General-Major Heinz Guderian for a fresh interpretation of his father’s writings; and to Herr Albert Speer for some shrewd judgments concerning Germany’s struggle for tank survival in the Second World War.


To Colonel Peter Hordern, the Director of the Royal Armoured Corps Tank Museum, I am indebted not only for his help in guiding me through the archives of his incomparable establishment but also for reading and criticizing my first draft. And, as so often in the past, my deepest gratitude goes to the staff of the War Office Library – particularly Mr Potts and Mrs Davies – in making available so many important volumes for my study. The bibliography owes much to them.


Finally there are profound thanks to my Production Team – to Michael Haine who drew the maps and diagrams, Helga Ashworth who translated German documents, Margaret Dunn who typed and criticized the manuscript and my wife who, as so often in the past, read proofs and encouraged me in moments of depression.


 


Kenneth Macksey
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CHAPTER 1


OVERTURE IN THE MUD


 


Three preposterous shapes stand silhouetted against thin patches of snow, and in the rising dawn become more plainly recognizable. They are tanks ready for battle. Between the armoured walls crews shiver and anxiously wait the decision being taken by the group of officers gathered close to the leading machine. Huddled nearby in shallow scrapes, dredged laboriously out of the stiff Artois mud, crouch the infantry. Ahead, but not yet visible in the gloom, stands the silent village of Monchy-le-Preux, German held and crowning the crest which dominates the local scene. This morning it has to be taken if the two-day-old British offensive is to make worthwhile progress. Zero hour for the coming attack is set for 5am, 11 April and it is nearly that already. But the tank commanders have heard, only this minute, that the artillery barrage which is intended to prepare the way has had to be postponed two hours; without it the infantry will not advance, for too frequently in the past they have been mown down in attacks put in without heavy gunfire. They have no reason to trust these tanks. Few in number and with barely six months’ experience in battle they are no reliable substitute for artillery.


Tanks cannot hug the ground. Remain here until daylight and they will present themselves as targets for the German gunners and will be shot to pieces. The tank commanders know they must move, but they cannot retreat ignominiously and there is no cover nearby. They can only advance to their front on their own and tackle the Germans single-handed. Switches are on, engines cranked into life, machine-guns cocked and the breeches of 6-pounder cannons clunked home behind the brass shell-cases. Three engines rev up with a splutter, tracks move, creak and rotate and the 30-ton creatures heave themselves up the slope towards Monchy. Here 200 German soldiers shelter in pill-boxes and in cellars, quaking in fear of tanks – weapons of inexorable power which, on first acquaintance, seems to them invulnerable. As the three tanks blunder down the village streets the Germans run and Monchy has fallen.


To one of the drivers, as they emerge on the other side, ‘… we could have gone a long way beyond … and then we looked back and saw that Jerry had tumbled to the fact that we didn’t have infantry with us… The officer said, “Looks like we’ve got to capture it all over again.” So we did.’ This time it is not to be a walk-over, for the Germans recover their composure and fight back from side-streets, doorways, windows and roof-tops, firing a sheet of machine-gun fire at point-blank range to make the metal sides glow with a myriad of hits. Grenades explode all around as the three machines take their stand, Horatious-like in the central square.


One tank is soon ablaze but the others fight on, side by side, guns firing until the crews fall at their work from a shower of hot metal ricochetting around inside their poorly armoured cabins. A desperate situation arises when one German gun starts firing armour-piercing ammunition and this gun is not destroyed until a second tank has fallen silent. Miraculously the survivor keeps shooting and even seems to be gaining the upper hand in its duel against all comers, until at last, at 7am, with a hiss and a roar, the barrage arrives, throwing houses into rubble, engulfing the village in flame, smoke and dust, cowering the Germans – and finally smashing the last tank.


Dazed, the handful of crewmen stagger out to meet the triumphant infantry entering to take possession. Behind, through fresh flurries of snow, a brigade of cavalry gallops the slope, dotting the fields with their carcasses as the German gunners find the range. Infantry has taken over what guns and tanks have captured, but horsemen have been swept aside just as they have been eliminated on practically every battlefield appearance since 1914.


Monchy has fallen to the tanks by default and in contravention of tactical doctrine. By chance, tanks, for the first time, have delivered a surprise, solo attack without giving warning from a single shot of artillery. Twenty-four men riding in comparatively cheap vehicles achieved what several hundred on their feet dared not attempt. Again machines have demonstrated their efficiency as a substitute for flesh and blood. The seeds of far more ambitious ideas have been cast.


 


 


A paradoxical phenomenon of the 19th century had been man’s failure to pursue ways and means to reduce losses of life in a plethora of wars when the weapons to take life had multiplied out of all recognition. Fatalistically the soldiers seemed to shrug their shoulders. As new instruments of mass destruction became increasingly available they appeared incapable of grasping the threat to the future. In their minds, perhaps, there prevailed the old rules of chivalry, when a man in combat was expected to strike personal, aimed blows at his opponent. But nerveless weapons which sprayed out death indiscriminately were likely to be superior to man’s intelligence and skill, particularly when they could be fired most effectively from behind cover. Lightly-clad, unarmoured men could no longer evade fire, while the need for soldiers to pack close to produce intensive fire for themselves (as was essential in the days of single-shot weapons) passed. Quick-firing breech-loading weapons – above all quick-firing artillery – denied armed men the opportunity for hand-to-hand fighting and none but a few realists foresaw the battlefield constipation which would result: the relegation of tactics to a slogging match between unresponsive, conscript infantry armies herded to their doom in endless railway trains and kept up to strength by the scraping of every man from the bottom of each nation’s manpower barrel.


Yet there had been warnings – the tactical truths of the American Civil War which had opened on the assumption of a quick and, therefore, cheap decision, had dragged on for four horribly expensive years, decided only by the total exhaustion of the Confederate side. But European military pundits viewed the American experience as being in the nature of a freak – and with some reason since their own most recent wars had all been short and decisive. Prussian arms had struck down Danes and Austrians in the 1860s by swift campaigns leading to wholly profitable political and economic advantages for the growing power of Germany. It could be argued that the skilful concentration of a mass of firepower and men at decisive points was a guarantee of success – a just reward for the triumph of matter guided by master minds. The new weapons could be made to apply their destruction more to the assistance of the attack than the defence – and rarely was this better demonstrated than during the lightning collapse of France following invasion by Germany in 1870. Yet moments of doubt were to come – for example when a few Boer irregulars upset the British Army in South Africa and when the larger-scale Russo-Japanese War in Manchuria became stalemated with a vast bill of casualties caused by artillery and machine-guns. Yet still the Europeans continued to base their plans on a lightning war such as would start in July 1914 and which, they believed, would bring economic and political chaos if it was not decided by Christmas. Pre-emptive wars were felt to be politically feasible and economically justifiable as a means of solving problems which could not be resolved by moral persuasion.


Every nation’s military plan aimed at the instant success demanded by worried political masters. Each army, no matter its nationality, advanced in 1914 in the firm belief that the attack by mass must succeed. Each learnt, in turn and at terrible cost, the fallacy of its creed. Across the wide expanses of Eastern Europe, Russian armies groped in mutual slaughter with German and Austro-Hungarian armies without either side achieving an advantage. Shortly, in Belgium and France, German strategic brilliance, compounded by French myopia, allowed the Germans to overlap the French flank and gain a transient advantage. But a vast German horde, travelling and supported mainly by animal transport beyond the railhead, lost momentum out of sheer exhaustion. It was exhaustion which, rather than fighting, caused the reverse at the Marne in September – physical prostration allied to the doubts of dilettante German leaders.


When movement was stopped by fatigue, the real war began  – the war of putrefaction held in deadlock by an endless trench system stretching from one end of the front to the other, from the North Sea to Switzerland. Shot down in droves whenever they moved above ground level, the fighting men instinctively burrowed for the only protection offered:  below ground level. Contrary to their generals’ theories of sacrifice by aggression, the fighting men scrambled to safety and enforced the stalemate by declining to offer themselves as targets until given additional aid and a chance of success. Political and economic systems held firm well beyond the Christmas deadline. The infantry could attack again when more artillery was employed, in the illusory belief that this was a solution to the problem. The war would continue.




CHAPTER 2


PRELUDE TO BATTLE


 


Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener, the British Minister for War, was one of those few in 1914 who foresaw a prolonged war. Contrary to the considered opinion of his allies and many advisers, he had, in August, demanded a vast expansion of the British Army for use in 1915 and even later. Early in 1915, in gloomy but, perhaps, self-satisfied justification, he could write to the C-in-C of the British Expeditionary Force in France, Field-Marshal Sir John French: ‘I suppose we must now recognize that the French Army cannot make a sufficient break through the German lines to bring about the retreat of the German forces from northern Belgium.’ Again he was right, for try though they would again and again, with some British assistance, the French could not even dislodge the Germans from their own conquered territory, let alone advance into Belgium.


Throughout that frustrating year the Allies also attempted an alternative strategic ploy by outflanking the Central Powers by way of the Dardanelles and a subsequent reinforcement of the Russian armies on the Eastern Front. It was in vain. The magnetic pole of decision remained fixed in France. But here there could be no outflanking except through Switzerland – and that was militarily unsound and politically immoral – or round the North Sea and Baltic coasts, until these were dismissed as technically impossible. It had to be faced that only by breaking the front could room for manoeuvre with all its practical and psychological advantages be made. Unfortunately each assault, preceded by longer and even more intense artillery bombardments which infallibly announced the exact place and approximate time of attack, demonstrated the utter futility of persevering with an already bankrupt policy.


The means to solve a problem which, in essence, was the product of modern technology, could come only from an entirely new technological source. Ironically technical organizations in the armies were not held in high esteem and their activities tended to be emasculated or ignored by conventional General Staff Officers who believed in the sanctity of personal combat. In most armies the ruling clique were cavalry or infantrymen while the technologists were drawn from the artillery, the engineers and the random handful who had become involved with mechanized transport vehicles. The former were out of their depth in technology and mistrusted the technologists, who, frequently in desperation, were impelled to cause friction with a ‘hard sell’ for their wares. Now the General Staffs had to bow with an embarrassed grace to the technologists when asking what instruments were needed to demolish the trench barrier. Nevertheless the advice they received from conventional technologists was usually to develop and multiply those weapons already in existence – guns and machine-guns, plus other weapons specially suitable for close-range, physical combat in the trenches. There were, however, just a few enlightened engineers and others searching for unconventional solutions.


Even before the trench barrier existed, the basic tool to over-come it was already being employed in battle. Wheeled motor vehicles had been fitted with machine-guns and sent by the Belgians, British and French to harry the German cavalry screening the flank of their great wheel towards Paris, and as the car crews became more hotly engaged they took to carrying steel plates to give an improved protection that sheer speed and elusiveness could never give. There was nothing original in these developments. Armoured vehicles had frequently been employed in war in the past and once petrol-fuelled, internal-combustion engines had been put on the market they were adapted to propel fighting vehicles. Shortly before the war armoured cars had been in action both in the Balkans and in Italian Tripolitania, and in Belgium the Allied armoured cars raided much as they chose for several weeks. Indeed the slow-moving German horsed patrols had rings run round them by cars which rushed down roads from one threatened point to another, laid ambushes and inflicted losses at no great cost to themselves.


Paradoxically the bulk of British mobile forces operating in Belgium were of naval and not army origin because the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, took it upon himself to defend London against air attack. On 5 September his aggressive spirit had demanded ‘a strong overseas force of aeroplanes to deny the French and Belgian coasts to the enemy aircraft and to attack all Zeppelins and air bases … which are in reach’. In another letter he added: ‘We require … 200 or 300 men with 50 or 60 motor cars who can support and defend our advanced aerial bases… They should be placed under the command of Commander Samson and should operate from Dunkirk.’ These instructions led to the eventual formation of several motor-car squadrons which fanned out as ‘Commander Samson’s guerrilla’ to dominate the country within 100 miles of Dunkirk by speed, mobility and firepower. Armour protection came only later.


Enthused by the armoured cars’ success and watching the advent of trench warfare (and with it the stymieing of the cars), Churchill directed, on 23 September, that the cars should be provided with ‘an arrangement of planks capable of bridging a ten or twelve foot span quickly…’ How these planks were to be laid under fire was not revealed, but the picture of a trench-crossing machine clearly occupied Churchill’s mind, to be given greater clarity when, in October, he recalled a letter from Admiral Reginald Bacon saying that he had designed a 15-inch howitzer which could be transported by road. In fact, Bacon’s gun-carriage turned out to be an unarmoured steam tractor based on agricultural models made by the firm of Fosters, but a modified version would lay and recover its own plank bridge. With the full concurrence of Kitchener an order for an experimental machine was placed.


Churchill, however, was scampering round the periphery of the central problem of a genuine cross-country fighting vehicle. All the ingredients for such a machine, in fact, had been in existence for years: it merely needed somebody to mix them into a suitable compound. For instance, Mr Bramah Diplock had patented a footed wheel in 1899 and H. G. Wells had capitalized on the device as the suspension for ‘The Land Ironclad’ in an article published in the Strand Magazine in 1903. In 1906 the Holt Company of the USA had substituted a tracked suspension for the big-wheel they usually fitted to their steam tractors, and in 1907 the British firm of Hornsbys had built a petrol-driven tracked vehicle in response to a requirement by the War Office. Indeed so swept away was a Major Donoghue that, the following year, he proposed the War Office should use the Hornsby machine as a gun-carrier and protect it with armour, but Donoghue was firmly discouraged and so, too, in due course, were Hornsbys, who sold their patents to Holts in 1912 – the year when an Australian engineer called de Mole abortively submitted his own original design of a fully-armoured tracked vehicle to the War Office.


The atmosphere was no different elsewhere. An Austrian called Burstyn had produced drawings of a lozenge-shaped fighting vehicle and in that same country Holt’s representative, Mr Steiner, received some slight encouragement from the General Staff with his tractors, though the German General Staff was frigidly cold, viewing vehicles such as these ‘of no importance for military purposes’. There was more to it than that. In reality each arm of the service was competing for funds to buy proven weapons and there was little to spare for unlikely and expensive novelties.


A keen British historian, engineer and soldier was the first man to compound a practical formula with the various ingredients and to get his timing right. Lieutenant-Colonel Ernest Swinton was a regular Royal Engineer, with a reputation as an eloquent writer and, less well known, the official British historian of the Russo-Japanese War in Manchuria. In 1914 he was made the official British correspondent with the British Army in France because that army preferred not to be reported by civilian journalists. Permitted free access to the front and all the battle reports, Swinton was given a unique opportunity to sit back and study what was going on – and wrong. As a trained engineer he could analyse and make suggestions in the field of military science, and then could link them with his study of the first-ever trench stalemate in Manchuria.


Swinton recognized at once, but without surprise, that the Manchurian phenomenon was in course of repetition. On 20 October he wrote to both GHQ in France and his friend, Lieutenant-Colonel Maurice Hankey, the Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence in London, that a way through the trench barrier might be breached by armoured caterpillar tractors carried on a Holt track. GHQ executed a swift and crushing rebuff – for which they could hardly be blamed since, at that moment, they were straining every nerve to retain open warfare, though only just beginning to realize that the Germans at Ypres stood a chance of overwhelming the Channel ports. They were unlikely to have time for a device which should never be needed. But Hankey, from his higher and better-informed position, saw further and deeper, though when he broached the subject with Kitchener the reply was practical and dampening: ‘The caterpillar tractor would be shot up by guns.’ Yet Hankey persevered and returned to the charge on Christmas Day with a long paper appraising the now existing stalemate for the benefit of the Cabinet. Turning to the prospects of breaking the trench wall, Hankey wrote ‘Can modern science do nothing more?’ and suggested: ‘A number of heavy rollers, themselves bullet-proof, propelled from behind by motor-engines, geared very low, the driving wheel fitted with “caterpillar” driving gear to grip the ground, the driver’s seat armoured, and with a Maxim gun fitted. The object of this device would be to roll down barbed wire by sheer weight, to give some cover to men creeping up behind, and to support the advance with machine-gun fire.’


Again it was Churchill, eager to gratify his own frantic drive and grasping at every possible stick to beat life into the war effort, who seized on the Hankey paper to give fresh impetus to his own schemes for armoured land warfare. To members of the Cabinet, on 5 January 1915, he wrote proposing the construction of 40 to 50 tracked, armoured shelters: ‘The cost would be small. If the experiment did not answer, what harm would be done?’ The Prime Minister, Asquith, supported him and so too did Kitchener – by bureaucratically referring the idea to a committee along with a request to evaluate Bacon’s tractors. On 13 January this committee inspected two Holt Caterpillar Tractors, and a week later was considering a paper by a naval officer, Captain T. Tullock, which suggested ‘a carriage which could move across country and to the passage of which neither barbed wire nor trenches nor embankments … offer any hindrance … it would enable the attacker to place himself athwart and enfilade the enemy’s trenches … thus opening a road for the supporting infantry and even, eventually, for the cavalry.’


Let there be no suggestion that inertia held back these early pioneers – nor let there be a hint that they were prepared to be upset by the bureaucratic staffs who sometimes misinterpreted what their commanders intended. The bypassing of vested interests was frequently to be a well-trodden indirect approach towards tank progress. Thus from Prime Minister to designers there ran a strong thread of urgency linking their research. An immediate trial by a Commander Sueter demonstrated the impracticability of the ‘roller’ proposal, but the naval pack was by now in full cry, discussing the need for ‘land cruisers’ and ‘land destroyers’, each armed and armoured in a manner appropriate to their nautical antecedents. In November 1914, Lieutenant T. Hetherington had even proposed to Sueter a ‘land battleship’ carried on three giant, 40-foot wheels, ‘armed with three turrets, each containing two 4-inch guns, propelled by an 800-hp Submarine Diesel set…’ Bombarded by a plethora of ideas and advice, Churchill, like Kitchener, also took refuge in bureaucratic method in mid-February, and formed his own Admiralty Landships Committee. But he put a trained engineer, the Chief Constructor of the Navy, Tennyson d’Eyncourt, in the chair.


This committee, free from ingrained Army practice and prejudice, diverged from the current common line of thought and from its terms of reference. Instead of recommending a combat vehicle in its own right, it decided to investigate a 50-man troop carrier, ‘a self-moving fort for the attack and destruction of enemy trenches’. It was all for making experimental models on these lines (in modern parlance, Armoured Personnel Carriers), carried either on pedrail tracks or 15-foot wheels. This was grandiose and Churchill, re-enthused, took personal responsibility on 20 March to commit £70,000 of Admiralty funds to them. ‘I did not inform the War Office, for I knew they would raise objections to my interference in this sphere… Neither did I inform the Treasury.’


War Office interest had lapsed. The Army was engaged in tackling vast problems beyond its experience or capability, building and equipping new armies with weapons that were known to work and, in addition, struggling to give day-to-day support to forces strung across many a battlefield where offensive operations were in progress. Swinton, told on 1 June that his appointment as correspondent was to be terminated, took a well-chosen chance to influence GHQ just as it was becoming apparent that the great French Spring Offensive was foundering. In a paper entitled ‘Armoured Machine-Gun Destroyers’ he reflected that, though it might be possible to blast a way with artillery through the German trenches, ‘this is not at present within our power’. But he thought the enemy machine-guns could be engaged on an equality by ‘petrol tractors on the caterpillar principle … armoured … and armed with – say – two Maxim and a Maxim two-pounder gun’. The paper then expounded a tactical doctrine for 50 destroyers, spaced 100 yards apart, to attack the enemy entanglements at dawn after a night bombardment. Travelling at 3 miles an hour they would be steered for the machine-gun nests, suppressing their fire and diverting the main enemy effort from the accompanying infantry who ‘will be able to cross the fire-swept zone between the lines practically unscathed’. Swinton envisaged the destroyers crushing wire and obviating the need to bombard the enemy trenches: thus the artillery could concentrate on dousing the enemy guns. He also envisaged the destroyers moving ahead with the exploitation and, in defence, acting ‘as mobile strong points which can be driven forward right amongst hostile infantry who have penetrated’.


This was a significant paper in every respect. It not only presented a realistic formula of technical and tactical ingredients for the first time but it interested GHQ (after one thoughtless rebuff by a staff officer) to the extent that the newly formed Inventions Committee under General DuCane took it up. By 9 June Swinton was writing a serious technical specification for his fighting vehicle, a document which forged a solid link between GHQ and London where, to the surprise of all concerned, it was discovered that the Landship Committee (wilting under a barrage of criticism as Churchill’s influence waned) had made technical progress along similar lines to those adopted by Swinton.


The confluence of new forces and dynamic personalities revived the project. Coming to London at the beginning of July at the invitation of Hankey, and destined soon to take over the duties of acting Secretary to the Dardanelles Committee, Swinton found that d’Eyncourt’s Landship Committee was weakened by internal dissent. It was just held together, however, by the vibrant energy and determination of a city banker-cum-wartime sailor called Lieutenant Albert Stern, but it was under severe scrutiny by Lloyd George’s Ministry of Munitions, which dealt with questions of industrial rationalization.


Swinton found much to give hope. Trials had disposed of the more unpractical mechanical methods. It was conceded that caterpillar tracks of the Holt type provided the most likely solution to Swinton’s specifications – specifications which the designers had been ordered to follow without knowing the identity of their author. Fosters’ principal designers, William Tritton and Lieutenant W. G. Wilson, were at work on a pilot model called Little Willie. The supply of armour, engines, machine-guns and main armament (a 57mm naval gun) were all but agreed. Indeed, in early September, only the suspension and track, which persistently failed on rough ground, remained to be settled – and this was invented by Wilson on 22 September, in ample time to be adapted to what was to be the first fighting machine of rhomboidal shape.


Progress was, from then on, continuous and, compared with weapon development of the past, electric. Voices in opposition were sustained by the justifiable worry that undue waste might occur at a time when British industrial resources were heavily over-taxed by the main war effort. Rightly the Ministry of Munitions had no desire to become committed to production until a practical field trial had proved feasibility and Kitchener minuted his agreement on 29 December: ‘… without such a test we may be wasting material and men uselessly’.


The project was now so recognizably a potent aggressive weapon that serious and desperate measures had to be taken to keep it secret. Before Christmas, as part of a new security cover, a less provocative name than ‘landship’ was sought, and since the completed vehicle looked not unlike a water container the choice fell on ‘tank’ rather than the less evocative words ‘cistern’ or ‘reservoir’. Tank it was to remain – a title later used to cover a multitude of misrepresentations.


Meanwhile inaccurate news of progress had been sedulously carried to GHQ by Winston Churchill (no longer First Sea Lord). Now the newly appointed second in command of a Guards Regiment, and getting used to serving in the trenches, he was as eager as ever to chase progress at the highest levels. On Christmas Day General Sir Douglas Haig, the new C-in-C, read a paper by Churchill entitled ‘Variants of the Offensive’, in which the state of armoured vehicles was somewhat over-optimistically described. Instantly interested, Haig sent a Major Hugh Elles, Royal Engineers, to London to find out more, and on his return Elles reported favourably.


Soon Elles’ optimism was to be echoed at the pinnacle of power for when the 30-ton rhomboidal tank called Big Willie was made to perform for, among others, Kitchener, Lloyd George and Chancellor of the Exchequer, McKenna, its ability in negotiating difficult obstacles and climbing steep slopes was enormously impressive. Big Willie looked as if it meant business, its slow, stately progress to the splutter of its 105-hp engine imparting a grimly menacing threat to the two guns protruding out of the sponsons projecting bulkily from either side of the 8-foot-high steel walls. Kitchener, in fact, may at first have been scared that these sailors and engineers were attempting a ‘hard sell’; hence his demand for a private preview, his searching questions and scathing, provocative remark, ‘… a pretty mechanical toy’. Yet Kitchener’s genuine interest was reserved for Stern immediately after the main trial on 2 February 1916, with an invitation to come to the War Office as Head of a Department to see to the production of tanks. But now Lloyd George stepped in to arrange production from the right source – the Ministry of Munitions – with a pilot production order for 100 Big Willies, or Mark I as it was then to be known.*


* In The Tanks B. H. Liddell Hart omits to mention the invitation by Kitchener to Stern, preferring to give most credit to Lloyd George for putting the tank into production. Yet Stern, from whom Liddell Hart drew heavily for information in other respects, is perfectly clear in his reference to Kitchener’s proposal.


Tanks were in. Rejoicing, Swinton sat down to expand his June 1915 paper into a formal tactical doctrine which could be understood by those who would have to order the tanks to war and those who would have to crew them in action. At that moment, of course, not one field commander had seen a tank and not a single crewman had been recruited. Swinton’s tactical paper was a most comprehensive document and for that reason it did more than build the foundations of the first tank actions – it laid a cornerstone for hundreds of battles to follow, set the pattern for future technical development and was instrumental in grinding a doctrine (be it right or wrong when tried) into the minds of a generation of soldiers. Hence the parts which could not be closely defined from lack of knowledge or which turned out wrong in practice were to be the grit of future controversy.


Reasoning that to attack just before dawn would be best to ensure full co-operation with the infantry and to allow the crews to see their way and their targets, Swinton thought the tanks ‘should move forward together … sweeping the enemy’s first line parapet with machine-gun fire; and … the assaulting infantry should charge forward so as to reach the German defences soon after the tanks have climbed the parapet… If the tanks … are successful, it is thought they will enable the assault to maintain most of its starting momentum, and break through the German position quickly.’ But Swinton warned: ‘Special stress is laid on the vulnerability of the Tanks to artillery of different natures… The risk might be reduced by indirect measures, such as counter-battery fire … to help the infantry by helping the tanks…’ Nevertheless he calculated that an average rate of progress in the attack of a mere 1 mile per hour would ‘take our troops past the enemy’s main artillery positions … in one day’.


Weaknesses in control and command disturbed Swinton. He asked for strong communications to the rear. ‘One tank in ten’ should be equipped with small wireless sets, others to lay telephone cable as they advanced, while the rest made do with visual signalling and smoke rockets to indicate progress. But Swinton knew these could not be provided before the first action and that tanks, ‘at that moment were … an auxiliary to the infantry, that … must be counted as infantry and in operation under the same command’. (The italics are mine: these words were later to be forgotten in the heat of tactical debate.)


As this paper was being published the French Army was coming under fierce pressure from the German offensive against Verdun. Haig, meanwhile, was preparing to attack on the Somme in June or July, and in April was systematically trying to lay hands on every possible tactical aid for a battle which lacked a strategic aim. Tanks were on his shopping list, but recruitment of the crews had hardly begun and the tanks upon which they would first train and then drive into action would not roll off the factory floor until June. The earliest the original 50 could be in France, manned by a few semi-trained men in a makeshift organization, would be the end of August.


So the guns of the Somme offensive ploughed the ground and yet left German machine-guns untouched to slaughter unarmoured men advancing in frail open order. And of the first 50 tanks and their men who began their journey to the front to take part in the last great convulsion of the offensive on 15 September in the battle of Flers/Courcellette, one tank commander wrote:


 


I and my crew did not have a tank of our own the whole time we were in England … ours went wrong the day it arrived. We had no reconnaissance or map reading … no practices or lectures on the compass … we had no signalling … and no practice in considering orders. We had no knowledge of where to look for information that would be necessary for us as Tank Commanders, nor did we know what information we should be likely to require.


 


Justly appreciating the capriciousness of the untried weapon, HQ Fourth Army Instructions for the battle, while reflecting the basic intention of Swinton’s doctrine, laid it down that ‘infantry must on no account wait for them’, adding: ‘If the tanks succeed and the infantry are checked the tanks must endeavour to help them.’ The tanks were introduced only as a bonus since this was but a trial trip and not the overwhelming use of massed machines of which Swinton dreamed.


Very few tanks did succeed on the 15th. Of the 49 actually available only 36 reached the start line before dawn. The remainder, driven by men who, without exception, were unfamiliar with conditions at the front, either broke down or became ditched in churned ground when their drivers veered from the correct course in the dark. On the right of the main assault a single tank, Dl under the command of Captain H. W. Mortimore, sallied forth along the southern edge of Delville Wood. Mortimore recalled: ‘I managed to get astride one of the German trenches … and opened fire with the Hotchkiss machine-guns. There were some Germans in the dug-outs and I shall never forget the look on their faces when they emerged…’ Though Dl soon received a hit on the starboard sponson, which killed two of the crew and broke the track, she had made her mark in history.


Elsewhere, to a greater or lesser extent, Dl’s companions were making a fitful contribution. Only nine actually complied with their instructions and struggled into the forefront of the attack, though their unexpected arrival in the heart of the defences was quite unnerving to the Germans. Faced with something incomprehensible which, at first sight, looked indestructible, they panicked. Other tanks fell behind and thus, accidentally, created a second tank wave, superimposed on the leading infantry wave. These too made an important contribution. Tank D16 trundled through Flers village in company with infantry and paralysed the opposition; here three battalions of a German formation were eliminated and a prisoner, excusing what happened, said, ‘somebody shouted, “The devil is coming”’. It was at Flers that the tanks achieved most in a break-in enhanced by the relatively high concentration of machines engaged. Indeed, so astounded were the local British and New Zealand infantry that they fell into a confusion of delight, stood back and failed to press their advantage. Not so the tank D5 which, starting late from the northern edge of Delville Wood after mechanical trouble, cruised in isolated splendour right through the German lines to the out-skirts of Gueudecourt where it became the sole tank to achieve Swinton’s ideal by hitting the enemy field-gun line. There the first tank-versus-gun duel took place, won, in the first round, by the tank when its concentrated fire drove the German crews from their guns but lost in the second round when, alone and without infantry, D5 could not complete the job. Its inevitable retreat gave the Germans the last word as, returning to their guns, they finally hit D5 and set her alight.


On the front of the Canadian Corps at Courcellette six tanks, working in close consort, had played their part. But if, in this sector, the tanks failed to impress the Germans with quite the same emphasis as at Flers, they undeniably encouraged their own infantry, who were given ‘a feeling of superiority and security’ – which was more than that felt by those crews who spent several abortive and perilous hours trying to dig out their machines after ditching. What was to be a recurrent theme had been established: once infantry recognized the advantages of tanks they were reluctant to advance again without them. To them even one tank would be better than none and so a taste for using tanks in driblets was whetted.


From a few survivors of the first action and those machines which had broken down and been repaired, small packets of tanks were made up and thrown into sporadic forays amid the battle which, six weeks on, seethed to an end. Nothing of great material advantage could be gained: the offensive had stalled as all such offensives were bound to stall so long as the pace of advance could not overtake the defence’s rate of restoration. A crack in the German line on the 15th had been sealed by the 16th and thoroughly shored up on successive days. It was not recognized at the time that tanks alone possessed the stamina to maintain momentum in attack while, apart from their lack of personal protection, men and horses failed out of sheer exhaustion in the appalling going.


To the end of October, in scattered actions, all the tanks could do was exhibit their fatal unreliability and vulnerability when launched in solo attacks. Nevertheless one or two successful operations were enough to redeem their future. Haig, in fact, searching high and low for salvation, was more strongly convinced of the tank’s virtues than many historians will admit. His views coincided with those of the fighting men who concurred in thinking that, for all their manifold deficiencies, the tanks had earned a second and bigger chance. The measure of Haig’s confidence could be found in his request to the War Office to speed the construction of 1,000 improved machines – with the emphasis on ‘improved’ since, realistically, Haig and his commanders aimed their main criticisms at the tanks’ unreliability rather than their vulnerability.


This reliability factor was the decisive retort to those who stood up, later, to castigate the British for launching too few tanks prematurely into battle. The critics said that Haig should have waited until a mass had been assembled which could then make a wholesale breach in the German lines. Apart from the fact that, for political reasons, Haig could not hold back his offensive, the likelihood of the tanks achieving anything important by increasing their number at that point in development was small. Even if several hundred could have been assembled in secret (an almost impossible task since it would have to be concurrent with educating every senior commander and the mass of infantry to work with them) the roads and front line would have been choked by broken-down tanks. In principle it has almost invariably to be accepted that brand-new weapons, particularly those of revolutionary design, need a small battlefield trial; that to place reliance on sheer novelty to win battles is to despise the enemy since only if a novel weapon is really adequate in concept will it survive repetitive use in battle. A weapon’s ultimate test of durability is its capacity for improvement by the intellectual evolution of its basic characteristics and the integration of each improved model into the changing strategic and tactical concepts of practical soldiers.


Haig and his colleagues recognized this (and the tank’s prospects) when they established a central organization – a separate Tank Corps – on 8 October (note, this was before the battle of the Somme was over). Thus they were quick to devise an agency to collect, synthesize and disseminate every scrap of information to be learnt about the new weapon, besides building an executive branch for policy making and technical support. There would be minor departmental hesitations and setbacks – largely through misunderstandings due to poor communications and not to bigotry – in a military machine which had expanded too rapidly to be efficient. If, for example, the War Office should tell the Ministry of Munitions that the Army Council had prematurely cancelled the order for 1,000 tanks, it was likely that the Council was ill-informed – for their slip was soon rectified.


But the Germans, quickly recovering from the minor tank shock at Flers when it was not immediately repeated, mainly took comfort in complacent exhortation. Soon, according to one German account, the troops ‘learnt to know its vulnerable parts and attack it accordingly’. The tank was seen as ‘a comparatively easy prey for the artillery who … detailed special guns to engage it’. This sense of euphoria diverted the Germans from putting in hand their own energetic programme of tank construction. True they took a revived interest in Holt tractors and began investigations into building a tank of their own in November 1916. A wooden mock-up was ready by mid-January 1917, but the Germans dallied and did not organize thoroughly or come to grips with the formidable intricacies of design, development and production. As was customary, prisoners and others paid tanks the compliment of calling them ‘barbarous’ – but such titles are usually a compliment to a weapon’s effect and have been bandied about from the introduction of boiling oil to the explosion of the atomic bomb.


Quite genuinely the Germans were not nearly so impressed as were the British. Unlike the British (who regarded the tank’s attack as against material) the Germans saw it as a terror weapon which could be nullified by their army’s superior techniques and morale. The French, on the other hand, were enthusiastic. They were already building tanks for themselves, though they were as ignorant of British activities as the British were of theirs. Colonel Jean Estiénne, an artillery officer of high repute, had thrice put forward the idea though his first two letters seem to have been lost among a mass of other suggestions to break the trench impasse. On 4 December 1915, however, the French C-in-C, Joffre, took a hand and by the 25th firm proposals had been made. Estiénne’s engineering insight was not as sophisticated as the British. He more or less suggested putting an armoured box on a Holt chassis and arming it with a 75mm gun, building nothing less than a sort of armoured gun to be used in the forefront of the infantry attack. His first vehicles were, in fact, called artillerie d’assault. Neither on the military nor political level was there hesitation. By 31 January, Joffre had recommended large-scale production to the Under Secretary of State for War and on 26 February the firm of Schneider received an order to make 400 – an order repeated to the firm of St Chamond in April.


If the French were quick in decision, however, they were nothing like as thorough in their investigations of the problem as were their Allies on the other side of the Channel. They were going to be content with an improvisation and would commit it to action after only the minimum trial. Moreover they hit severe production difficulties, particularly with armour plate, and deliveries hung fire. But they were quite convinced of the need to use their tanks in mass and by surprise, and planned to conceal their existence until as many as possible could be used during their offensive on the Chemin des Dames in April 1917. So while the French Press waxed enthusiastically over the British tank exploits –  ‘those gigantic infernal machines’ – their General Staff fulminated that, in their opinion, the secret had been prematurely sprung.


The year 1917 would show who was right – the British for their thorough preparation and early disclosure of the secret; the French for improvisation and absolute secrecy; or the Germans for brushing the whole thing aside as if it were only a passing nightmare.




CHAPTER 3


BATTLES IN INFANTRY STYLE


Although they had expended much blood and material in 1916 and had little to show for it, the Allies approached 1917 with confidence. Putting aside the threat of the implicit weakening of Russia, the Central Powers could be evaluated as frail by comparison with the Western Allies. Indeed, throughout 1916 the Central Powers had endured in an atmosphere of crisis and had only narrowly avoided collapse. Their predilection for close combat had led them to fight stubborn battles in the heart of the artillery holocaust and the cream of their armies had been thrown away. A period of reconstruction was needed and with it a new elastic defence, sited in greater depth so that the artillery storm could be avoided as much as possible.


Tanks had done little to discomfort the Germans and in early 1917 the British could pursue only limited experiments with what few machines and crewmen were available until the next wave of production came forward. Many lessons could be absorbed, such as the undesirability of using the tanks only in pairs, but when they next went into action at Arras on 9 April only 60 of the early, fragile vehicles could be assembled and, in the event, a mere 26 got into action on the first day – fewer than had attacked on 15 September 1916. Some, like the trio which took Monchy-le-Preux, would earn rich credit, but the majority merely discovered what hardening resistance could be expected in the future. They were up against the Hindenburg Line, a fortified zone of deep trenches into which the Germans had just withdrawn. It was not originally designed to be tank-proof, but its deep belts of wire and ditches, closely co-ordinated machine-gun nests (most of them firing armour-piercing bullets) and skilfully located field guns all combined to canalize, hamper and finally kill the slow-moving and partially blind tanks.


The infantry, pleased though they were to have help from tanks, could not wish them farther away when it was discovered that the fire aimed at the tanks also engulfed those nearby. Observers would watch a single tank, groping forward, the centre of a whirlpool of hostile fire, its plates glowing with strikes while its guns pecked back at tormentors rarely visible. Soon the tank would stop firing, halt, smoke pouring from it, and the survivors would leap out as exploding ammunition and petrol erupted. Arras gave false confidence to the Germans; forgetting that experimental weapons could be improved, they took to ridiculing tanks.


On the Chemin des Dames on 16 April, where the French employed a mass of 180 tanks, the Somme pattern was repeated, although here the Germans were forewarned of the attack and prepared to let it enter a trap. The defences were penetrated, though in one instance only one out of 15 St Chamonds got through, but exploitation was impossible. In a wilderness of shell-holes, deep trenches, which had been widened specially to frustrate tanks, and thick wire, the French Holt-type tanks failed for mechanical reasons, just like their equivalents nearly two years before on the trial course in England. Yet if it was pitiful it was not wholly discouraging. Some tanks accompanied by elite infantry parties actually fought their way deep into the German lines, only there to become isolated from their infantry and decimated after holding out in the same manner as the British at Monchy. But this doleful failure contradicted the arguments of those who had cried out for the surprise use of massed, untested vehicles and men, for more than half the vehicles and a quarter of the crews were lost in an offensive which never had the slightest chance of success.


And so it was to go on throughout that summer.
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