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SERIES INTRODUCTION



In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group (CASAG), the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Army History Unit and its Campaign Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.


Roger Lee
Army Historian
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Location of Fromelles.
(Mark Wahlert)





FROMELLES: THE BATTLE AND
ITS STRATEGIC SETTING



INTRODUCTION


At six o’clock on the evening of Wednesday 19 July 1916, the British 61st (2nd South Midland) Division and the 5th Australian Division began the attack that was to become known as the Battle of Fromelles. Within twenty-four hours, the 61st Division had suffered 1,547 casualties while the 5th Division had lost 5,533 men — a total that included over 1,700 dead or missing. In terms of total numbers, this remains the bloodiest twenty-four hours in the history of the Australian Army. There would be higher casualties in the battles on the Somme a few days later (but fought over a longer period) and with the surrender of the 8th Division in Singapore in the next war, but the catastrophic loss rate that characterised the Battle of Fromelles remains unsurpassed. Yet, surprisingly, there was little official recognition of the catastrophe at the time and, until recently, the battle was almost unknown outside the pages of the Australian Official History.


The focus of most history writers on the numbers killed or wounded has generated an understandable emotional revulsion against the whole experience of World War One. No historian debating arcane issues of loss rates is ever likely to overturn this natural and understandable reaction. Nonetheless, the total number of casualties is not a reliable pointer to the competence or incompetence of the commanders or the effectiveness of the defenders. The size of the casualty count is due almost entirely to the number of soldiers involved. The British Empire fielded the largest army in its history on the Western Front in 1916. Even a low casualty rate — that is, the proportion of casualties as a percentage of totals involved — still resulted in enormous numbers of dead soldiers.


The Battle of Fromelles had barely ended before the onset of recriminations. Eventually, after senior officers — including the commander of the 5th Australian Division — were replaced and other battles fought, the controversy ebbed and faded. The discovery in 2009 of the remains of 250 missing Australian and British war dead, casualties of the Battle of Fromelles, ignited a new wave of speculation and opinion. Unfortunately, in the more than ninety years since Fromelles, current opinion has often been influenced by ideas and issues notably absent on 19 July 1916. A number of myths and misrepresentations have evolved which distort understanding of what happened and do a disservice both to the soldiers who fought the battle and to those who planned and conducted it. Conspiracy theories concerning official British attempts to downplay the tragedy add little to the debate but have undergone something of a renaissance in recent times.


The bungling British general, a continuing and recurrent theme, has now become entrenched in popular perceptions of the war in both Britain and Australia. In Australia, Fromelles is increasingly advanced as a prime example of the result of such bungling. The more vociferous advocates of this theme frequently fail to demonstrate that their criticisms are based on an understanding of the nature of the battle, the options available to the various levels of command, or of the exercise of command in war. While the available evidence clearly shows that there was confusion, that mistakes were made and that the battle itself was among the most poorly executed by the British Expeditionary Force (BEF — the name for the British Army deployed to France and Belgium) that year, the reasons for these mistakes should be considered in the context of the strategic and tactical circumstances of the time. There are several fundamental lessons to be drawn from this battle, both in its planning and in the execution of the attack. In something as complex as a multi-divisional attack, no one person can ever be the sole influence on the outcome. Hindsight, the ability to draw on factors either unknown or imperfectly known at the time, or the use of factors over which individuals at the time had no control, should not be the basis for condemnation of the actions and decisions of specific planners or commanders.




Fromelles Reinvented


The most celebrated biography of the Commander-in-Chief, Sir Douglas Haig, written by John Terraine in 1963, does not mention the Battle of Fromelles. A much more recent book on Haig by Gary Sheffield and John Bourne, however, makes several references to this battle. It is difficult to argue that Terraine was venting some hidden anti-Australian bias in ignoring Fromelles when his book specifically mentions all the other battles involving the Australia Imperial Force (AIF). The logical conclusion is that Fromelles had simply vanished from the story of the war. The recent interest among serious historians and enthusiastic Australian amateurs indicates that this obscure battle is being resurrected as a subject for research, something that can only enhance our understanding of the war.





Fromelles has become a standard-bearer for another emergent theme of the war. Writers and commentators in today’s media accounts of the battle take great pains to identify soldiers as either Australian or British, as though this is somehow an explanation for the decisions of the higher command concerning their use or a reason for success or failure on the battlefield. While this distinction was and remains important to the question of a separate Australian identity, it does tend to confuse any analysis of a World War One battle in which dominion troops were involved. By 1918, the troops supplied by the dominions had acquired a justifiable and enviable record as fighting formations for a number of reasons mostly unrelated to their origins. A number of British divisions had acquired similar reputations. In 1916, this was not the case. But it is also irrelevant.


This distinction between British and Australian appears to be of much greater concern to writers of today than it was to the troops in 1916. While there is evidence in the soldiers’ letters home of a sense of difference between ‘colonial’ troops and soldiers from the British Isles, it can be argued that today’s commentators have misinterpreted that distinction. The only clearly evidenced instance where the difference was substantial was in matters of discipline, where British involvement was vigorously opposed by most members of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) with the exception of the senior Australian generals. Clearly some rivalry existed, but this was more likely to resemble that of the supporters of rival football teams. While most Australians of the AIF were proud of their national origin, they were equally proud to be British. In their letters home, many describe going to Britain on leave as ‘going home’.
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The bodies of three Australian soldiers killed in the portion of the German 2nd line which was held throughout the night by the 5th Australian Division during the Battle of Fleurbaix (as Fromelles was called in the early post-war years) which was fought on 19 and 20 July 1916. AWM A01565




Casualty Figures


Casualty figures are a complex subject. While official figures can and usually do provide an accurate summary of the human cost of a battle, they should still be treated with caution. There are some critical rules and assumptions underlying both the way these figures are collected and what they mean. During World War One, when a soldier was killed on the battlefield and his body found, he was listed as ‘killed in action’. If he was wounded and evacuated by the medical system, he was described as ‘wounded in action’. If he died of that wound within a year of its being inflicted, he was recorded as ‘died of wounds’. However, if he was only lightly wounded, or wounded but chose to stay with his unit, his wound may not even have been recorded. The real problems arose, however, with men classified as ‘missing’. In the aftermath of a battle, the unit commander only gained an appreciation of the human cost to his unit when a roll call was conducted. The commander was then responsible for convening a formal Court of Inquiry which attempted to determine the fate of those lost. This was a legal process. The AIF administrative system advised the commander of those soldiers known to have been evacuated wounded or whose bodies had been recovered. For those who were classed as ‘missing’, the Court of Inquiry would attempt, by piecing together the available information, to decide what fate had befallen these men. Soldiers went missing in battle for many reasons: most were killed or wounded and their bodies never recovered. Others were captured by the enemy, thereby becoming prisoners of war, and their fate was not known for many months or years. Some were literally blown apart on the battlefield and no trace ever found. There are other problems with the statistics, however, and these often concerned the problems of definition. If a soldier was wounded and died more than a year after his wound, he was not counted in the statistics of that battle. This was of particular importance for gassed soldiers, who often lingered for years. The statistics do not discriminate between severe wounding and light wounds, nor do they record multiple wounding in the same action. Some soldiers were wounded and subsequently killed during the evacuation process. They could then be recorded as either killed in action or, if the final cause of their death was unobserved, recorded as ‘died of wounds’. The potential for incorrect accounting increased if the soldier was wounded and captured by the enemy. The determination as to whether he was killed in action or died of wounds was not a priority for enemy soldiers collecting the dead and wounded and reporting is known to have been inconsistent. While in captivity, a soldier could have succumbed to wounds as a result of poor treatment or he could have died of sickness caused by inadequate medical attention. Finally, of course, for a very small percentage, ‘missing in action’ was the official accounting for someone who had deserted and managed to avoid detection. In a very few instances, deserters who had been reported killed in action were located years after the war had ended. Casualty figures should be used with great care and caution in arguments about the cost of a battle.





Apart from calls from some Australian politicians and some senior AIF officers, it is difficult to find convincing evidence that the creation of an identifiably separate Australian Army was desperately sought by the bulk of the AIF. Many even resented the ‘Australianisation’ of the senior command ranks of the Australian Corps in May 1918 which saw the transfer of several extremely popular British officers. The average digger seemed more concerned with remaining with his mates in a specific battalion. For today’s commentators to discern something uniquely ‘Australian’ in the attitudes of the AIF on the battlefield requires a very narrow use of the available evidence.


The problem with much of the current debate over the history of the Great War is that it seeks to build the reputation of one or two groups by denigrating the efforts of others. Neither the Australians nor the Canadians need to have their fighting reputations enhanced by invidious comparisons with some less fortunate equivalent British formation. It is not necessary — the Australian digger was a brave, resourceful soldier who, by the end of that great conflict, was as competent and professional as any other on the battlefield.


No book on the Battle of Fromelles, especially one aimed at an Australian audience, can avoid the emotional dimension arising from the heavy casualty bill. The battle’s status in Australia’s military history is now firmly entrenched and, due almost entirely to the number of dead, still generates calls for greater formal recognition, including its addition as a battle honour for the battalions involved. While this emotional response is understandable, it does make dispassionate analysis of the battle difficult. Unfortunately for military historians of the Great War, there seems locked in the popular mind an unshakeable bond between the casualty count and the conduct of the battle. If the casualty count is high, then the battle was unnecessary, poorly planned and implemented, or futile. No amount of comparison with the casualty rates on D-Day, of Bomber Command losses in the next war or even the casualty rates in the victorious last months of the Great War can shake this connection.


This book does not attempt a detailed examination of all the nuances, aspects and issues that determined the course and outcome of the battle. Nor does it share the focus of most accounts on the men involved. It is intentionally more concerned with the command processes that led up to the battle and with the command and control of the battle itself. It is deliberately brief and has two separate purposes.


First, this book is intended to serve as an overview of the battle, with an emphasis on the strategic and military setting, a position from which this battle is so frequently removed. The second and more difficult objective is to persuade the reader to look beyond the standard explanations that ‘it was the fault of incompetent, uncaring or obsessed British commanders’ and understand that war is a dangerous, bloody business in which soldiers — sometimes lots of soldiers — die.


This book will also address some of the questions that underpin much of the popular criticism of the battle. Was it necessary? Was it poorly planned or poorly executed? Was it someone’s fault?’ Was the loss of so many men futile? There is not the space in a book of this type to analyse these questions in the depth necessary to resolve them. The book’s intent is to provide a different way of looking at the battle, from outside the prism of the casualty count, and attempt to rehabilitate, if only a little, the reputation of those whose unfortunate responsibility it was to plan and conduct the attack.
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France. c. 1918. A carrier pigeon being released from a British Army tank gun turret to carry information back to the pigeon base to be subsequently passed on to army troops. AWM H09572





CHAPTER ONE



PRELUDE TO A DISASTER


Within the vast body of writing that describes the Western Front, the greatest proportion is concerned only with small sections of a series of defensive works that ran from the North Sea to the Swiss border, a distance of approximately 750 kilometres. The Western Front presented a military problem without precedent. This defensive line had no flanks that could be turned without violating Swiss neutrality. Mobile warfare, which was the core tactical and operational skill of the armies of both sides before the war and the focus of their training, doctrine and equipment choice, was rendered irrelevant. The extraordinary numbers of troops assembled on either side of the trench-line — approximately 5,000 per 1.5 kilometres — allowed the front to be heavily garrisoned and substantial reserves to be retained for transfer to threatened areas.
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Western Front – 1916.
(Mark Wahlert)




The Trench


Along with the grave headstone, the trench has become the defining symbol of the Great War. Unlike the headstone, however, ‘trench’ is an imperfect word to describe a complex and evolving defensive system. Trenches came in all shapes and sizes to suit a broad variety of purposes. There were saps, communication trenches, first line, second line and reserve line trenches, breastworks, covered trenches, jumping-off trenches, bunkers, pill boxes and observation points (OPs), to mention just the more common types. Trenches were just one part of the defensive system which included belts of barbed wire and other obstacles, interlocking machine-gun arcs and preranged artillery. Trenches even acquired their own mythology, which holds that the Germans only built deep, secure and comfortable trenches supported by concrete bunkers and deep dugouts, while the Allied soldiers were forbidden to construct strong, complex defences for fear they would become too comfortable and refuse to leave them to attack the enemy. Neither story is true, although the Germans certainly led the way in developing trench systems, particularly in their innovative use of concrete and steel-reinforced strong points. Single lines of trenches were quickly replaced with multiple rows connected by deep communication trenches with embedded strong points for machine-guns, sniper positions and OPs. Pill boxes — the slang term for a concrete fighting position — and concrete shelters grew in number, design and complexity. Pill boxes were characterised by forward-looking apertures which allowed the occupants to engage the enemy to their front, while shelters presented a solid front and sides to the enemy and provided the occupants maximum protection from shellfire. The essential difference was that the occupants of the pill box could fight while remaining inside; the troops in shelters, however, had to leave their protection to fight. Trenches evolved as the growing power of artillery and new technologies such as the flame-thrower and the tank negated their protective advantage. By the end of the war, the best protection lay in leaving the formal trench defensive system and seeking cover in the mass of shell holes in No Man’s Land because, if the enemy gunners knew the position of a trench, they could destroy it.
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World War One Trench Diagram.
(Australian Army Training Pamphlet)


The origins of the Battle of Fromelles can be traced to the beginning of the war and the failure of the German strategy for a quick victory. Despite the French victory at the Battle of the Marne (5–10 September 1914) which halted the German advance, and the end of the so-called ‘race to the sea’ when both sides attempted outflanking manoeuvres that ended at the coast of the North Sea, the Germans retained the strategic advantage. They occupied over a quarter of France, including some of the most resource-rich and industrialised areas, and over 90% of Belgium. Securing a German victory was merely a matter of holding this territory until the Allies, lacking the will or the resources necessary to drive them out, were compelled to seek a negotiated peace settlement. To a certain extent, this strategy was forced on the Germans by their situation in the east. Their Austro-Hungarian allies had proven militarily fragile and required German troop support to avoid being knocked out of the war. By adopting a defensive posture in the west, Germany was able to send significant numbers of troops east in support of its allies. Not surprisingly, it was the Germans who fully developed and exploited the trench as the predominant defensive structure in this war.




The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk


The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was the peace treaty Germany signed with the new Bolshevik government of Russia on 3 March 1918 that ended Russia’s participation in World War One. The treaty demanded huge territorial and material reparations from Russia on a scale not demanded even by the vilified Versailles Treaty that ended the war. The Germans demanded one quarter of Russia’s population, one quarter of its industry and 90% of Russia’s coal mines. The Russians had to pay six billion German marks in war reparations.





With the Germans occupying much of France and most of Belgium, it was politically impossible for the Allied High Commands to ‘do nothing’. Had they fought a defensive war on the Western Front and negotiated a solution — as so many critics later suggested they should — they would have been dismissed. From the moment the BEF arrived in France, British General Headquarters (GHQ) was under constant and intense pressure from its French equivalent, GQG, to take the offensive. France, in particular, had recent experience of negotiated peace with Germany and the domestic French political temper was clearly unwilling to swallow another dose. Nor should there be any doubt that the Germans would have extracted a heavy price for a negotiated settlement. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk is irrefutable proof of Germany’s capacity to drive a very hard bargain. There is no indication that the Germans planned an early withdrawal from the occupied territories — indeed the evidence suggests the reverse, as they took the trouble to rename all the French towns, villages and roads in the occupied sector. Fromelles, for example, was renamed Petzstadt.


Germany’s strategic advantage enabled it to remain on the defensive and force the Allies into launching expensive frontal attacks on well-prepared and well-sited positions. Having captured so much Allied territory, the Germans were able to cede some less defensible areas and retreat to the most defensible terrain. The Allies were forced to do the bulk of the attacking, on ground of the defender’s choosing and frequently uphill. The attacker was almost always disadvantaged in this static war, particularly given the difficulty of securing operational and tactical surprise. The Germans’ ability to select terrain to maximise their advantage was a major tactical, operational and strategic edge that is rarely acknowledged by critics of the conduct of the war.
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Photo taken during the excavation phase demonstrating the dominating position of the Fromelles church.
(Australian Army photo)


The political ability to surrender territory and retreat to the best defensive terrain, thereby determining where future battles would occur, was not an option open to Allied commanders. This gave the Germans unprecedented advantages in securing tactically important ground such as heights or areas protected by rivers or heavily wooded terrain. Fromelles is a clear example of a battle in which the advantage of terrain lay heavily with the German (in this case Bavarian) defenders. Fromelles sits on a feature known as Aubers Ridge. As Peter Pedersen notes: ‘Actually to call it a ridge is to abuse the word. Stretching northeast from La Bassée for twenty miles to the west of Lille and nowhere more than 120 feet above sea level, it is more like a flattened speed bump on the ironing board flat plain that rolls north to Armentières.’ Nonetheless, the ability to observe Allied movements for kilometres behind the lines was to be a major advantage in the coming battle and reflected the ongoing German defensive edge that contributed heavily to the bloody fighting that was to precede the final victory in 1918.
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A view from the high ground: Fromelles, France, 11 November 1918. AWM E04032





CHAPTER TWO



THE STRATEGIC SETTING


Given the sheer scale of the Great War, particularly on the Western and Eastern Fronts, the reasonable reaction of many historians has been to treat their subject of interest in isolation from its context for ease of explanation and analysis. Yet this approach does not always serve the subject well. Events taken out of context can be misconstrued, as key influences may be overlooked or accorded less weight in their explanation. The best known example of this is the debate over the infamous British operation in Flanders in 1917, known to history as the Battle of Passchendaele. The decision to mount this operation only makes sense when considered against the backdrop of the submarine campaign against Britain, the state of the French Army, the situation in both Russia and Italy, and Britain’s long-term strategic imperatives on the Continent. The same rationale applies to the Battle of Fromelles. Valid analysis is only possible if the action is considered in the context of the surrounding strategic, operational and tactical circumstances.


Despite popular opinion, few commanders in armies of modern democratic nations are incompetent dolts incapable of planning a battle or unconcerned about casualties. Unquestionably they make mistakes and one consequence is that soldiers are killed. Context is a determining factor in understanding the decisions of any commander. Armies are used by their governments for political ends — and armies are not lightly sent to war. The commanders of those armies are expected to win the war — and wars are not won by commanders who are afraid to suffer casualties in their own army. A general who does nothing to bring an end to a war will enjoy a short tenure; indeed World War One is replete with examples of generals sacked by their Kaiser, government or high command for not demonstrating a sufficiently aggressive approach to victory. All commanders of higher level formations plan operations that will materially aid the attainment of victory in as short a time as possible. This is the general overarching strategic context against which all actions and all commanders of the Great War should be considered.



Progress of the War


By 1916, the war had settled into a relatively predictable pattern. On the Western Front, once their initial invasion of 1914 had been halted, the Germans adopted a largely defensive strategy. Throughout 1915, the French (and increasingly the British) mounted offensives aimed at driving the Germans back, albeit to no avail. On the Eastern Front, the sheer size of the battlefield still provided opportunities for manoeuvre warfare. However, Russia discovered that a mass army is not, in itself, sufficient to guarantee victory. From the outbreak of the war, Russia’s ability to mount sustained attacks and retain captured ground was severely hampered by poor leadership, the lack of an industrial infrastructure and flawed logistical support. As 1915 wore on, the Germans gained the ascendency over the Russians and Russian victories were increasingly won against the Austro-Hungarian Army rather than the Germans. Of real benefit to Britain and France, however, was the impact of the Eastern Front in continually distracting the German High Command. The constant demands from the east for troops and materiel ensured that the Western Allies never had to face the might of the German Army in its entirety.


On the periphery of the war, other political and military events also served to distract both sides. Turkey and Italy entered the war, producing other lines of conflict that diverted troops from the main theatre. In Britain, political opinion concerning the possibility of attacking Germany in areas other than northern France and Belgium created conflict and confusion with opinion divided as to where the main emphasis should lie. Politically inspired, unsuccessful ‘side-shows’ such as Gallipoli and Salonika served to distract the Allied military effort. Italy proved to be of questionable military value as her army was even less prepared for the conduct of modern warfare than that of her principal foe, Austria-Hungary. Both Britain and France were forced to send troops later in the war to prevent the Italian Army’s total disintegration.




1916 — A Turning Point?


Several notable British military historians challenge this view, arguing that 1916 was the year the British Army began its steep learning curve on the tactics and technologies required to achieve victory.




While 1916 was no more a ‘turning point’ in the course of the war than any of the other years, it was undoubtedly a significant year as it featured three of the defining battles: Verdun, the Somme and, on the Eastern Front, the Brusilov Offensive. This year also saw the first real attempt by the Allies to coordinate their operations and the appearance of major new technological innovations on the battlefield. Of the three major battles, two were the result of the Allied strategy to launch attacks on several fronts simultaneously — an attempt to combat the German ability to transfer troops rapidly between fronts to meet single attacks. The other, Verdun, pre-empted the Franco–British assault and resulted from a German plan to destroy the French Army. These battles arose from the recognition that the war could only be resolved by the destruction of the enemy’s capacity to continue fighting: that is, by the destruction of his armies. While appalling in its conception, attrition warfare was the only real tactical option available to either side to win the war in 1916. No general, including General Haig, the man most maligned for employing this tactic, set out to casually destroy his army or his soldiers. Conversely, it was the failure of alternative strategies that forced attrition warfare on commanders for whom seeking a negotiated peace was simply not an option. As had already become clear to both sides, the science of the defence held the ascendency over the science of the attack. This ascendancy would persist until 1918 when tactical and technological developments gave the Germans a brief offensive ascendency in the early part of the year and Allied scientific and military development coincided with a fundamental collapse in German industry and society from July. Thus the circumstances required for an Allied victory were created.
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A photograph taken of Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig on Armistice Day 1918. Haig is in the centre of the front row. To his left is Sir Henry Rawlinson with General Plumer to his right. Between Haig and Rawlinson, in the second front row, is General Sir William Birdwood.
AWM H12241.


In 1916, both sides were still confronting a strategic situation for which neither had planned, neither was equipped to deal with, and neither possessed the tactical, operational and strategic skills to overcome. The strategic military setting prior to Fromelles was shaped by the challenges facing all the combatant nations as each tried to adapt political and economic systems to the demands of industrialised warfare. Each nation’s logistics system struggled not only to deliver the vast quantities of ammunition and materiel necessary for this form of warfare, but also to source supplies. National industrial capability, even in France and Germany, was totally unprepared for the level of demand of all manner of military materiel, from ammunition to wood for trenching. The Germans held the advantage initially in terms of war production, but their failure to achieve a quick military victory eventually exposed their weak strategic, political and economic position.




War on Two Fronts


The Germans were fighting a war on two fronts. In the west they faced an industrial power and, to the east, they confronted a nation whose manpower resources had exercised a mesmerising effect on German planners for decades. The German planners had good reason to be concerned for, in 1914, the Russians boasted a standing army of 1,423,000 and could call on a further 3,115,000 with the outbreak of the war. Another 2,000,000 reservists could be mobilised within three months.




France versus Germany: basic comparison


















	INDICATOR


	GERMANY


	FRANCE






	Population


	68 million


	39 million






	Coal production


	191,500,00 metric tons


	41,000,000 metric tons






	Lignite production


	87,500,000 metric tons


	None






	Steel production


	17,000,000 tons


	5,000,000 tons






	Railway track


	61,000 track kilometres


	49,500 track kilometres









Source: Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War, Belknap, Cambridge Massachusetts, 2005, p. 115.


The two Western continental powers (France and Germany), with their established and well-exercised conscription systems, did not share the same pain of expansion experienced by the British Army. Yet they still faced the problem of balancing the needs of the army against the requirements of the industries supplying that army. France, handicapped by its smaller population, was forced to call up many of its skilled workers in 1914. Despite the recognition that without them French industry was struggling to cope with the demands of war production, the French Army only very reluctantly and belatedly allowed some of its skilled workers to return to the factories. All sides turned increasingly, and successfully, to women to fill the manufacturing labour shortfall.
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This 1919 photograph illustrates clearly the growth in size and sophistication of British shells during the war. As well as having to learn the basic science of shell production, British industry had to develop, test and prove entirely new types of shells. It is a major but unrecognised British achievement that, within the four short years of war, an entirely new, massive and sophisticated shell manufacturing and filling industry was created.
AWM E05483


The famous British shell shortage of 1915 was replaced by the equally famous shell unreliability problem of 1916, when an estimated one third of all field artillery shells fired either failed to explode or exploded prematurely. For their part, the French had experienced similar problems even earlier in the war. In struggling to build production capacity, industry (both British and American) initially cut corners on quality and safety, to the detriment of both its workers and the troops using its munitions.


While the poor quality of British shells provoked a scandal, the British had few options available to remedy this. The only alternative at the time was to limit the supply of shells to the front while industry developed the necessary skills in both manufacturing and quality control. This ‘solution’ would have been equally unacceptable to the army. This problem was not new and remains an issue to this day. Modern societies do not maintain capabilities such as artillery shell production ‘just in case’, so a production lag in building such capabilities is inevitable unless governments and taxpayers are prepared to fund the continued existence of unnecessary production capacity through the many years of peace.




British Army Evolves


The British Army was taking tentative steps towards developing the types of structures and skills required to fight a continental war. In response to its failings in the South African War, the British had established an Imperial General Staff by 1909 and organised a Territorial Force of reservists to support the standing army. Unfortunately for the British, these essential innovations were still in their infancy at the outbreak of World War One.
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