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SERIES INTRODUCTION



In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group, the Australian 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 Campaigns 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 Campaigns 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 Australian Army History Unit (AAHU) and its Campaigns 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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INTRODUCTION


MESSINES: THE TURNING POINT


In the moonless pre-dawn of 7 June 1917, the British war correspondent Philip Gibbs stared into the darkness ahead where he could just discern the distant, brooding shape of the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge from his vantage point high on Mount Kemmel, some seven kilometres away. As he peered into the gloom, the engineers of the British Second Army prepared to fire 19 enormous mines, precipitating the greatest man-made explosion in history. In the largest secret operation of the First World War, British and Commonwealth mining companies had placed over a million pounds of explosive beneath the German lines. Gibbs was not quite sure what to expect, but he knew it would be spectacular. The day before, the Second Army’s Chief of Staff, Major General Charles Harington, had briefed Allied war correspondents on the coming battle. ‘Gentlemen, I don’t know whether we are going to make history tomorrow,’ he told them, ‘but at any rate we shall change geography.’ They would do both.


At 3.10 am Gibbs watched in awe as the ridge began to erupt under the German lines. Over a period of 21 seconds, the giant explosions ripped the earth, bursting through the darkness with a deep crimson hue which lit the sky for miles around and then slowly faded like a setting sun. While Gibbs described the once-in-a-lifetime sight as ‘the most diabolical splendour I have ever seen’, the closest Germans to survive the blast believed that Hell had escaped from the underworld. An earthquake, set off by the colliding shockwaves from the monstrous mines, shook the earth for many miles around for a full six seconds. Both sides were quick to respond. Hundreds of coloured flares shot up from the German lines to announce the start of the attack they had been expecting for weeks, calling down their artillery on no man’s land in a last-ditch attempt to disrupt the attack. But panic now ruled the defenders’ lines. Although the Germans, anticipating the possibility of mines and fully expecting the attack, had thinned their front trenches, the shock of the mine explosions created havoc which now radiated from the shattered front-line positions all the way back to the German headquarters at Lille. As huge clods of dirt and clay tumbled back to earth and a dense mist of dust and smoke shrouded the darkened crest, nine British assault divisions stormed the ridge, overwhelming the dazed and outnumbered defenders, and one of the strongest positions on the Western Front fell with ease, effectively within a couple of hours. With the ridge seized, the Second Army pushed down the reverse slope in the afternoon, driving deep into the German support positions and wiping out the entire southern bulge of the salient. All of Haig’s objectives for the battle were achieved in the greatest success of the British Army to that point in the war.
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The Battle of Messines, painting by Charles Wheeler depicting the 3rd Division commencing its attack at 3.10 am on 7 June. The mine explosions to the north light up the sky and the shoulder of Messines Ridge with the ruins of the church of St Nicolas are silhouetted against the pale glow of dawn (AWM ART03557).


The Battle of Messines represented something entirely new — an astonishingly rapid victory in a war which, to this point, had been characterised by grinding and ponderous offensives by the British and their allies for paltry gains. Although by no means a cheap victory, Messines would mark the first time the casualties of the defenders closely matched those of the attacking force, a vital mathematical tipping point in the deadly equation of the First World War. In those few days of June 1917, it seemed the awful stalemate of the Western Front had been broken and a serious defeat inflicted on a German Army then at it most formidable. Messines would herald a series of victories in Flanders which seriously damaged that army and its morale and threatened the entire northern wing of the German lines. A few months later, at the start of October, the Australian Official Historian would claim that British troops on the Western Front were on the brink of decisive success.


‘Decisive success’ are uncommon words in the lexicon of the First World War. Understanding just why the capture of a few square kilometres of Belgium in June 1917 was a crucial victory is not easy, nor is explaining the mind-numbing casualty rate of battles which regularly exceeded 50% for some unfortunate units. The view of the First World War as simply a lingering stalemate punctuated by battles in which a few hundred metres of captured mud were regarded as major successes is an entrenched one, as is the idea that the war was fought by stupid and callous generals who, time and again, doomed their men in hopeless charges against machine-guns and barbed wire. This was certainly true of some, but stupidity as an explanation for the appalling slaughter of the First World War avoids confronting the very real and very deadly problems of fighting that war and adds little to our understanding of it. It was true that Haig could have walked around the territory his army gained at Messines for the cost of some 26,000 casualties in a single day’s leisurely stroll — and this was an operation he considered the most successful he had prosecuted to that point in the war. Yet it is also true that Messines reveals with painful clarity how, even in so great a victory, small errors by officers, shortcomings in weaponry, oversights in planning and plain bad luck could turn an already highly dangerous battlefield into a killing field.
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Septieme Barn Pillbox on Hun’s Walk behind Messines, captured by the 47th Battalion. This was the scene of savage fighting on 7 June (AWM E01295).


Pouring scorn on the generals of the First World War as ‘butchers and bunglers’ has a long history. In his memoirs, published in the 1930s, the British wartime Prime Minister David Lloyd George was scathing of his military’s strategy, dismissing Messines as an ‘aperitif’ to the disaster of Passchendaele. The British historian A.J.P. Taylor was equally dismissive in 1963, wondering rhetorically how long it would take to get to Berlin if it took two years of preparation and a million pounds of explosive to advance two miles at Messines. And yet, both sides knew at the time that the importance of Messines was not measured by the mile. The British Official History would hail it as a major victory, the German army group commander believed it one of the greatest tragedies of the war. For both sides it represented a profound shift in the balance of the war, although one that was not obvious at the time. Messines, and the Flanders battles of August and September 1917, exposed the fatal vulnerability of the German defensive strategy and did much to shape the ultimately disastrous decisions of the German High Command in the spring of 1918. Although Berlin would not fall as a consequence of losing one ridge in Belgium, German defeat was a mere 17 months away.
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Map 1: The Western Front in Northern Europe, May 1917.


What was perhaps most alarming for the Germans at Messines was the relative ease with which the British had been able to sweep aside their defences at a point which should have been impregnable and which they themselves had vowed to hold ‘at any price’. This was due in no small way to the adoption by the British of the developing philosophy of the all-arms battle, something that would rightly be termed a revolution in tactics and shape conventional war to the present day. For the first time in any truly coordinated sense, artillery and armour were present alongside the assaulting infantry assisted by an air force which (in the first stages of the battle) dominated the skies and performed the vital task of intelligence gathering and even ground attack. At Messines the coordination of firepower using tanks, aircraft and indirect fire was designed to deliver infantry to a position they could occupy rather than have to fight for. The adoption of the new platoon formations with specialist roles and weapons was another innovation successfully employed at Messines. The fact that the battle was effectively concluded across most of the front in a single day, with the majority of objectives achieved and with the casualty toll, while still heavy, far lower than in previous major battles, was an unprecedented and very welcome outcome for the British. The only failure was in the Anzac sector and that was but temporary.


Victory at Messines was almost assured well before Harington quipped about changing the geography of Flanders. As well as the massive artillery support for the attack, the remarkable two-year tunnelling and mining effort (for which the battle is perhaps most famous) achieved a degree of surprise generally considered impossible. Thanks to the prodigious effort of the mining companies (including the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company), the British had thoroughly defeated the Germans underground. Though the Germans knew they were being undermined at Messines, they had no idea of the massive scale of the project. As in all great battles, luck also played its part in the outcome. For weeks the Germans had been debating the wisdom of withdrawing in the face of the impending attack and the fatal miscalculation that saw them stand and fight would cost around 24,000 German casualties, including over 7000 prisoners, a very heavy blow to morale. The defeat also delivered a visceral shock to the German Army. If Messines could not be defended, no German position was safe. This was perhaps a far greater jolt than the mine explosions and, more importantly, it drove home the unpleasant truth that the strategy of static defence — in which the Germans had invested heavily — was ultimately and fatally vulnerable. It was this, more than any other factor, which would move the land war towards its climax with inexorable certainty.


It is difficult to overstate the battle’s importance for the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) and the 3rd and 4th Australian divisions which fought at Messines as part of II Anzac Corps. For Australia, the first two years of the war had represented an almost unending catalogue of disaster. Not only was Messines the first real victory for the AIF in the First World War, it was also the first test in senior command for the man who would be hailed as Australia’s greatest soldier, Major General John Monash, who commanded the newly formed 3rd Division which was also entering a major battle for the first time. Messines was a baptism of fire for the 3rd Division in more ways than one. It came into the line alongside the most battle-scarred Australian division in the 4th under Major General William Holmes, a division which not only contained a high proportion of Gallipoli veterans, but had been in France for over a year and fought in three major battles. The 4th Division would need every ounce of its hard-won combat wisdom at Messines. Remarkably, Holmes’ men would enter the battle just six weeks after the disaster of the First Battle of Bullecourt in which they had suffered one of the worst defeats of the war.


However, Messines would be no cheap victory for II Anzac Corps. The Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Douglas Haig, intervened late in the planning to substantially increase the objectives, changes that would have a profound impact on the Australian divisions. Casualty figures for the Anzacs would be double those of the other two corps in Plumer’s army, a fact that has been largely overlooked in the afterglow of victory. The New Zealand Division would suffer needless losses occupying the ridge in unnecessary strength and the British 25th Division, kept in the line the longest, would suffer similarly. For the Australians, the second phase of the battle, which was supposed to conclude that same afternoon, ground on for four days and would come perilously close to disaster. Towards its final stages it would begin to resemble the costly battles of the previous summer on the Somme. Given the role of pushing forward from the morning’s seizure of the ridge and capturing the final objective, the Australian attack would descend into almost indescribable chaos. Indeed, this was a chaos so impenetrable that it has defied all attempts to untangle it across the years. Problems of coordination and communication, particularly with II Anzac’s supporting artillery, would produce a crisis on the evening of the battle’s first day, one largely invisible to a command group congratulating itself on a great victory.
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The ruins of the tenth-century Church of St Nicolas in Messines, captured by the New Zealand Division on 7 June. It was the only structure still partially standing in the village following the battle (AWM E01484).


But, as much as it was a turning point for the war, Messines was also a turning point for the AIF. By 1917 the battlefield had changed completely. The weapons, tactics and systems of command and control bore little resemblance to those of 1915 and 1916. The vast and complex planning required to mount an infantry attack of 12 divisions, the enormous effort involved in the preparatory work, and the arrangements for artillery, tank and air support required hundreds of separate units to communicate and coordinate their efforts, a task which necessitated the creation of a highly complex administrative system. Mundane though it might seem, the ‘paper war’, as its opponents derisively termed it, was critical to the success of such a gigantic effort. Fortunately for the Australians, their move to the British Second Army for the Messines attack brought them into what would be the most carefully planned major operation of the war. The Second Army had a strong reputation for staff work thanks to the considerable talents of Harington, its Chief of Staff, who oversaw all the preparations for the battle including the immense engineering and logistic force which had laboured for months to prepare the attack under the watchful eye of the Germans. Plumer’s reputation for caution was also a welcome change for the Australians whose experiences under far less risk-averse British generals had been so ruinous at Fromelles, the Somme and Bullecourt. Monash, whose memories of the chaos and tragedy of Gallipoli had profoundly influenced his approach to command, fully subscribed to the cautious and meticulous planning methods of the Second Army. In his first test of divisional command in a major battle, Monash would set a new standard for staff work in the 3rd Division, a standard he would bring to the AIF as a whole when he assumed corps command in 1918. There is no more important example of the genesis of Monash’s greatness as a commander than his work at Messines.


Glittering success though it was, the battle exposed serious weaknesses in II Anzac Corps. Nowhere on the Second Army’s front would the brilliantly successful elements of the battle be so sharply contrasted with its worrying failures. Although Messines is a famous early example of the tactical scheme which would bring victory in 1918, the Anzacs’ experience in the battle also sounded a series of warnings for the British Army which were tragically overlooked in the aftermath of so complete a victory. Four months later, the failure to fully absorb the lessons of such a rapidly evolving tactical landscape would partially contribute to catastrophe at Passchendaele. The staff of the 4th Division in particular would again, as at Bullecourt, be placed under enormous pressure, given little time to plan a highly complex assault and handed the most difficult of tasks. Despite Monash’s careful planning, similar problems would emerge in the 3rd Division. Notwithstanding those difficulties and its far higher casualties, the AIF emerged from Messines with renewed self-confidence and with a brilliant victory among its battle honours, a victory even more welcome and more significant since it followed on the heels of what was perhaps the AIF’s darkest hour. More victories were to follow in the coming months as the Australian divisions played important roles in the battles of Menin Road, Polygon Wood and Broodseinde. While the catastrophe of Passchendaele brought that run of victories to a muddy, blood-drenched halt, the tide was turning. And it turned at Messines.





CHAPTER ONE


THE ROAD TO MESSINES


The two small villages of Messines and Wytschaete, perched on top of the low ridge to the south of Ypres, had the misfortune to become places of immense importance to two great armies in 1914. Indeed, as the many cemeteries that are scattered across the ridge attest, they would be worth dying for. The genesis of the earth-shaking events of 7 June 1917 can be traced back three years to the bloody deadlock which descended on the Western Front when the invading German divisions slowed and stalled in Flanders. Fighting around the important railhead of Ypres began in October 1914 when the British commander, General Sir John French, fell back on the city, determined to hold his line with the small British Expeditionary Force of seven divisions bolstered by the remnants of retreating French and Belgian units.


The ridges which radiated out from Ypres formed natural defensive lines and, with the French under General Ferdinand Foch defending the southern flank, the defenders of Ypres held back German attacks which began at the end of October. The opposing lines began to take the shape which would become so familiar to the British defenders over the next three years, bulging out around Ypres with the city at the centre of a dangerous salient. On 31 October German cavalry captured Messines and the commanding heights to the south of the city. On 11 November, French’s battered divisions held back an offensive aimed at capturing Hooge, just four kilometres to the north of Ypres. The fighting continued until 22 November when the onset of winter closed down the battle. The wreckage of the German war plan, which was to have delivered them all of France, instead left the Germans in command of the ridges ringing the Ypres salient, while both sides planned offensives for the spring. The Germans began to dig in on their high tide mark on Messines Ridge where they would remain until the summer of 1917.


The ‘Ypres salient’ had an odious reputation in the First World War. Here the opposing trench lines running north to south bulged out around Ypres and curved back to follow the Messines ridgeline, forming a giant inverted ‘S’ shape. Both sides had to endure the problems such salients produced, chief among them enfilading artillery fire. Such broad intrusions into the enemy’s territory were obvious targets for attack at the curves’ extremities, and these attacks could ‘pinch off’ the salient, surrounding and trapping an enemy in the line’s forward positions. Even to an untrained eye, the axes for such an attack on a map of the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge are so obviously the positions between Hill 60 in the north and St Yves in the south that no-one on either side could have been unaware of their importance. Thanks to the deadly equilibrium of the salient, and the spoil from the railway cutting that raised it slightly above the surrounding heights, the unimpressive Hill 60 at the northern end of the ridge became one of the most important positions on the Western Front. With the opposing trench lines close, raids were frequent and mining constant. By June 1917, Hill 60 had changed hands three times since its capture in November 1914.
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Map 2: The Ypres Salient. The German offensive of 1914 stalled in Flanders and their armies occupied the ridge tops ringing the Belgian city of Ypres. The resulting salient with Ypres at the centre could be fired in from three directions and was a costly and dangerous position for the British to hold.


The nature of the fighting in 1914 had delivered a profound shock to all the belligerents. Although the devastating power of massed artillery was nothing new, the sheer scale and power of the guns, as well as their vast numbers, increased their killing power enormously. The equally rapid development of automatic weapons meant that the battlefield could be swept by storms of small arms fire as well as the high explosive and shrapnel from artillery. The early attempts by both sides to break the deadlock had demonstrated the lethal effect of these weapons on mass attacks and illustrated clearly that the problems of mounting an offensive had increased exponentially. The idea that Hill 60, or any well-defended position, could be captured by charging across no man’s land in sufficient numbers had been quickly dispelled in 1914. A few machine-guns, boldly handled, could defend almost any position from rushing infantry — and there was no shortage of machine-guns.
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The village of Messines before the war showing the rue d’Eglise with the church of St Nicolas in the background. The village, badly damaged by the fighting in 1915 and 1916, was almost completely destroyed by the British bombardment in preparation for the Battle of Messines. The village was captured by the New Zealand Division and Lance Corporal Samuel Frickleton of the New Zealand Rifle Brigade would win the first Victoria Cross of the battle at the end of this street (AWM C03120).


A DEADLY EQUILIBRIUM


Mass production in highly organised national armaments programs geared to a war footing complemented rapid advances in technology. Better, more powerful and larger shells, more lethal and accurate small arms, and newly developed grenades and mortars provided more firepower to units that could now rely less on the weight of numbers in the line to prevail. The staggering lethality of war had the quite unintended and, to some extent unforeseen consequence of virtually immobilising the armies. The iron logic of annihilation for armies that pitted lightly armed men on foot in offensives against the firestorms of modern artillery and machine-guns drove both sides underground into trenches. Neither side expected such a situation to endure forever and both kept large cavalry forces trained, supplied and at the ready should one side’s lines be broken and his army scattered. When an army’s organisation and morale was broken, its ability to resist any lethal force was also shattered. The purpose of cavalry, the only force capable of rapid movement in the First World War, was to pursue, harass and kill the fleeing remnants of the enemy’s army. It is easy in hindsight to dismiss as madness the idea of cavalry on a modern battlefield, but in every war up to this time an effective cavalry force had been a vital offensive weapon and every staff officer had been schooled in its tactics and strategy. But those first three years had posed problems of unprecedented magnitude for the senior command.


With the Germans fighting a holding battle on the Western Front while they waged an ultimately decisive campaign against the Russians in the east, the Allied powers could not simply sit behind their wire and wait. But nor, as numerous bloody failures had proven, could they move forward without incurring enormous casualties. There would be no easy answers to the problems posed by the new land war. Even if sitting behind the barbed wire on the Western Front were an option, it was still a costly one. As Haig would point out, his army could expect to lose a significant proportion of its troops in ‘wastage’ simply manning the trenches in the first place. Not only were random artillery fire, raids and snipers a constant threat, sickness and accidents also added to the casualty toll. An army exposed to the severe conditions of winter in northern Europe and to the virulent diseases that spread through their captive populations with lethal regularity was an army slowly wasting away.


THE SHIFTING BALANCE


By 1917 however, the tactics of the offensive had progressed sufficiently to tip the balance slightly. Increased gun and shell production and better fuzes had improved the hitting power of British and French artillery. Battering down defensive systems could create weak points, the new tactic of creeping barrages could keep machine-gunners under cover until overwhelmed, and stealthy raids could damage morale and keep defenders off balance. Most of all, the attacker held the initiative. He could decide where and when to attack, could move his forces to weak points, and use feint attacks and other ruses to confuse and confound. In 1916, a new invention appeared on the battlefield, a type of mobile steel fort which could withstand bullets and crush wire. ‘Tanks’ were first used by the British at Flers-Courcelette in September 1916 and, although few in number, slow and vulnerable to breakdown and direct hits from shells, they represented an entirely new weapons system.


 





ARTILLERY: THE BATTLE-WINNING WEAPON



The overwhelming factor in the Second Army’s success at Messines was its massive artillery advantage. The Allied artillery comprised 2266 guns and howitzers supported by 438 medium and heavy trench mortars with 40 groups of heavy siege artillery, 64 field artillery brigades and 33 army field artillery brigades. Each assaulting division could expect an unprecedented level of artillery support. For example, supporting the 25th Division’s 1200-metre front were the 25th Division Artillery, 2nd New Zealand Field Artillery Brigade, 34th Army Field Artillery Brigade, 93rd Army Field Artillery Brigade and Guards Divisional Artillery which, combined, deployed one hundred and twenty-six 18-pounders and thirty-four 4.5-inch howitzers. They were also supported by the 42nd, 49th, 16th and 11th Heavy Artillery Groups which added thirty 60-pounders, four 6-inch guns, forty 6-inch howitzers, four 8-inch howitzers, twenty 9.2-inch howitzers, four 12-inch howitzers and one 15-inch howitzer. Having destroyed a good proportion of the German guns opposite in the preliminary artillery duels and battered the defensive lines mercilessly in the two weeks leading up to the battle, the guns were now employed to pound the path ahead of the assaulting infantry.
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British 60-pounder gun. A heavy field gun, the 60-pounder fired a 27-kilogram shell to a maximum range of just over nine kilometres. There were thirty 60-pounders supporting the 25th Division’s frontage (AHU image library).





In April 1917 a British offensive succeeded in seizing the highly important Vimy Ridge, a position which provided a commanding view over the German positions on the Douai Plain. Although the Germans had expected an attack, novelties such as concealed tunnels which allowed attacking troops to approach the German lines unseen, smokescreens, mines and withering preliminary bombardments succeeded where the massed human wave tactics of 1914 and 1915 had failed. New platoon arrangements adopted from the French made use of specialist weapons and tactics, allowing the main infantry unit a great deal more flexibility and mobility in attack. Moreover, intelligence was rapidly improving as the technology of aerial photography delivered stunningly clear pictures of the enemy defensive positions and this in turn produced a technological revolution in air power as faster, more manoeuvrable and more powerful fighter aircraft were designed to protect the observation aircraft and their cameras. These would come to dominate the skies.


Vimy was a sign that the tide was turning. One major weakness which the new Allied tactics had exposed in the German system was the vulnerability of strongly held front trench emplacements. Carefully planned attacks, accurate artillery bombardments and superior intelligence significantly improved the chances of an offensive succeeding. The Germans could use the ground to construct immensely strong defences, but these had to be strong everywhere. The attacker had the advantage of initiative and could choose where to be overwhelmingly strong and where to apply lighter force. As the major setback at Vimy was unfolding, so too was a new German defensive strategy, the first hint of which was, paradoxically, a major withdrawal by the Germans.
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Barbed wire was deployed in thick belts which had to be heavily shelled to create paths for attacking infantry. Artillery in 1914–16 was only partially successful in cutting wire. The invention of the 106 fuze in late 1916, an instantaneous percussion fuze which exploded the shell on contact, proved a revolutionary advance in wire cutting.


In April 1917 the Germans retreated from their front lines to previously prepared positions in a new defensive line, the Hindenburg Line. Although they had given up what were once strongly held positions which had required enormous manpower to construct, the German High Command had reached the realisation that such hard-shell defensive systems were fatally vulnerable. Artillery could pound down the best constructed trenches, and troops massed forward to repel and attack could be massacred without the enemy mounting a single infantry assault. Even more dangerous, a battering of those forward positions could be followed by an infantry assault which could break in and perhaps through those front lines. If that happened, a well-supplied and organised attack could wreak havoc on the German rear areas and drive a wedge through, eventually shattering the front.


THE GERMAN RESPONSE: DEFENCE IN DEPTH


The German doctrine which would guide their defensive scheme in 1917 was published in December 1916. Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Position Warfare argued that the defence should husband its strength while forcing the attackers to expend theirs. This was based on four fundamental principles. The first held that the defence must retain the initiative and not surrender it to the attack. The second argued that firepower rather than numbers of troops was the all-important factor in success. The third principle directed that, where necessary, ground should be conceded. The battles of 1916 in which German troops had been thrown into hopeless counter-attacks to regain lost ground ‘at all costs’ had turned minor setbacks into major disasters. The fourth fundamental principle encapsulated the defence-in-depth philosophy which was to guide the construction of all future defensive positions.
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