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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 and its Campaigns Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.


Tim Gellel


Head, Australian Army History Unit
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INTRODUCTION


The final campaigns on the Western Front have traditionally been overshadowed in Australian memory by the centrality of Gallipoli and the fighting of 1916 and 1917. In terms of the national consciousness, 1918 is viewed through the prism of individual battles such as Villers-Bretonneux, Hamel and Amiens. After Amiens, Proyart, Chuignes and Mont St Quentin-Péronne are remembered for the units that fought in them, rather than as a sequenced offensive that played a major part in the final stages of the war. Conversely, the Australian Corps is remembered for ‘breaking’ the Hindenburg Line and as instrumental in forcing the Germans to sue for peace. This selective recognition emphasises Australian tactical prowess and unit cohesion, while downplaying any such skill among the rest of the British and French armies.


The period from July to the Armistice demonstrated the Allies’ ability to synchronise large-scale efforts across the Western Front. The Australian Corps was an important part of the British Fourth Army, which was one of the main attacking armies of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). After turning the line at the Somme River, Fourth Army pushed the Germans back to the Hindenburg Line and broke through this formidable obstacle. During the pursuit, brigades operated on wide frontages with artillery, engineers, cavalry and machine-guns as combined-arms teams to advance thousands of yards each day. Inevitably, the Germans halted their retreat and the Australian 1st and 4th divisions confronted the advanced lines of the Hindenburg system, including the old British lines. On 18 September the Australians captured the former British lines and secured a foothold in the advanced Hindenburg system. The 3rd and 5th divisions then took their turn at the front, relieving the exhausted men of the 1st and 4th.


From 26 September the Allies launched four great attacks from the Meuse River east of Verdun to the North Sea. The Australian Corps was again in the line, but with a new twist. Two divisions of II American Corps (II Corps) were offered to Fourth Army for the offensive and were employed with Australian advisers under Lieutenant General Sir John Monash, the Australian Corps commander. The battle would be tough. The Germans had built several well-fortified lines protected by thickly set barbed wire and studded with concrete machine-gun emplacements and dugouts, while skilfully utilising the terrain for their defence. The German lines north and south of the Australians were anchored on the St Quentin Canal, which was impassable to tanks. The Americans and Australians assaulted over the 6000¬yard Bellicourt Tunnel, which was impenetrable to artillery fire and reportedly capable of sheltering thousands of men with underground passages leading to their fighting positions.


After a 60-hour preliminary bombardment, the Americans led the assault while the Australians prepared to leapfrog through them to seize the rearward lines. But the battle to break the Hindenburg Line did not go to plan, and the 3rd and 5th Australian divisions needed all their skill and experience to continue the work that the American divisions had begun. In the end, a breakthrough by the 46th (North Midland) Division gave the Australians sufficient breathing space to roll up the main Hindenburg positions from the south. The 2nd Australian Division then took up the fight, broke through the Beaurevoir Line and fought the last infantry action at Montbrehain before the Australian divisions headed to the rear for well-earned relief. However, the work of the Australian field artillery, No. 3 Flying Squadron, Australian Flying Corps (AFC), and several other units was not done: they supported II Corps in the Fourth Army pursuit to the Selle River.


The Australians were exhausted, having been in the line continuously with little relief since March. Their ranks were thinned by heavy casualties, but the remainder were almost all veterans and had paid the price in blood to learn their trade. An attempt prior to the main assault to disband several battalions to reinforce the remainder, while organisationally sound, was greeted by the troops as an affront to the units in which they had fought for so long. The men refused to disband, and cooler heads eventually prevailed and postponed the action until after the next battle.


The Australian divisions enjoyed the advantage of remaining together long enough to learn one another’s ways and to develop common procedures. Individual skill was important, but the battle tactics they learned were even more so, as was the cooperation between artillery, engineers, machine-guns, tanks and aeroplanes. The senior commanders and staff were almost all Australians who had risen to their posts through competence in battle. Logistics, staff planning and careful preparation by soldiers and leaders at all levels counted as much as courage. These skills were clearly demonstrated in the fighting to break the Hindenburg Line. Carefree and prone to larrikinism the Australians might have been, but they were not born soldiers, nor uniquely skilled in their profession. Instead, they were transformed into competent and effective soldiers by training, battlefield discipline and hard-won experience. They would need all these skills and more in the tough campaign that eventually ended the war.






CHAPTER 1


THE 1918 OFFENSIVES AND ALLIED COUNTER-ATTACKS


At the end of 1917 the Central Powers regained the strategic initiative. Russia collapsed in the October Revolution and sued for peace. The French reorganised their armies following the outbreak of mutinies after the failed Nivelle offensives of April and May 1917, but were only capable of limited operations. The BEF had suffered 900,000 casualties during the year and the November offensive at Cambrai had been checked, while the Italians were on the defensive after the disaster at Caporetto. The Americans joined the war in April 1917, but had only 140,000 troops in France by January 1918. It was a golden opportunity for the Deutsches Heer (Imperial German Army), which had a narrow window in the first months of 1918 to win the war before the Allies recovered their strength and American forces tilted the odds once again.


The Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL) — the German Supreme Army Command — transferred dozens of divisions to the Western Front over the winter of 1917. German strength rose from 150 divisions in November to 192 in March; eventually 208 divisions would serve on the Western Front in 1918. As they gathered strength, the Germans trained approximately 60 divisions in infiltration tactics and reorganised the army so that these angriffsdivisionen (attack divisions) were close to establishment strength in manpower, equipment and transport. The remainder were classified stellungsdivisionen (trench divisions), with limited offensive action and mobility. First Quartermaster-General Erich Ludendorff, the de facto commander of OHL and master of the German war effort, planned the first offensive to open near St Quentin, at the junction of the French and British armies.


The German Army launched five offensives on the Western Front between 21 March and 15 July and captured large amounts of territory and prisoners while inflicting heavy losses in men and equipment. On 26 March French General (later Marshal) Ferdinand Foch was tasked with coordinating the Allied response. Foch’s role continued to expand until he was named Supreme Commander of the Allied Armies, with authority to coordinate all their efforts. By June the Allies had halted four attacks and Foch had assembled his reserves for a counteroffensive.


The Allies planned to contain any further offensives and then attack to clear three vital railway lines that were threatened with capture or interdiction. Allied intelligence identified the Champagne-Marne area as the likely location of the next German attack, which opened on 15 July. By now the Allies understood the German attack doctrine and staged a defence in depth rather than crowding front-line trenches. The new defence quickly halted the German advance. The planned French Tenth Army offensive instead became a counter-attack that eliminated the German bridgeheads south of the Marne River and seized the initiative for the Allies. Foch reopened the Paris–Nancy railway and continued the offensive, while the British Fourth Army, supported by the French First Army, pushed the Germans out of the Montdidier-Amiens corridor and relieved the pressure on the Paris–Amiens railway and the BEF’s lateral communications. The newly forming First American Army would reduce the St Mihiel salient south-east of Verdun, thereby opening the railway to Avricourt. Once the railways were secured, the attacks were to continue on a wide front to prevent the Germans concentrating their reserves. The broad advance would create numerous salients and force the Germans to evacuate unthreatened areas across the entire front to avoid being cut off.


The French counter-attack at Soissons on 18 July and the combined British-French offensive at Amiens on 8 August were both successful in achieving their objectives and inflicted heavy casualties on the Germans. Ludendorff cancelled the proposed Operation Hagen against the BEF in Flanders and planned a series of winter defensive lines to hold the Allied armies until the German Army could regroup and end the war on favourable terms. General Friedrich von Lossberg, one of Germany’s foremost defensive experts, suggested a withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line positions on 19 July following news of the defeat at Soissons, but Ludendorff refused.


The Germans made impressive tactical gains, but the offensives lacked operational and strategic cohesion. They had not split the BEF from the French Army, nor captured the vital railway and logistical centres at Amiens or Hazebrouck. In reality, the result was over-extended armies that had suffered enormous casualties. Historian Robert Foley estimates permanent (killed, prisoners and wounded unable to return to their unit) German casualties on the Western Front between March and July 1918 as up to a million, the German armies now 883,000 men below authorised strength. Growing numbers of desertions represented an additional drain on manpower, as was the influenza epidemic, which hit the Germans harder than the Allies. By August 1918, with American troop arrivals, the Allies held an infantry and artillery manpower superiority on the Western Front of 1,672,000 to 1,395,000.


Following the defeat at Amiens, OHL formed a new army group in the threatened area. Commanded by General Max von Boehn with General Lossberg as chief of staff, Army Group Boehn consisted of Second, Eighteenth and Ninth armies, stretching from Douai to Laon. The boundary between Second Army (General Marwitz) and Eighteenth Army (General von Hutier) was opposite the British Fourth Army front. Several German army commanders recommended retreating to the Hindenburg Line to shorten the front and release reserves, but Ludendorff refused, confirming his order to stand on the Somme and the Canal du Nord.
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Map 1. The Western Front, 30 August 1918


Field Marshal Douglas Haig, commander of the BEF, maintained relentless pressure. He believed that the Germans lacked the means to counter-attack on a wide scale and informed his army commanders that ‘Risks which a month ago would have been criminal to incur ought to now be incurred as a duty.’ In concert with French attacks between the Oise and Aisne rivers, the British First and Third armies attacked on 22 August from Albert to Arras. The offensive culminated in the capture of Albert and Bapaume and the breaking of Ludendorff’s proposed ‘Winter Line’, the Drocourt-Quéant Line, east of Arras, by the Canadian Corps. Further south, the British Fourth Army, with the Australian Corps playing the leading role, broke the Winter Line at Péronne. The Canadian success was the critial factor in forcing the withdrawal of the German Seventeenth Army behind the Canal du Nord near Cambrai. With the Winter Line also compromised to the south, Second, Eighteenth and Ninth armies followed in succession, retreating between Arras and Laon. In Flanders, Fourth Army, positioned opposite the British Second Army and the Belgian Army, likewise began to withdraw.


From 4 to 10 September, Fourth Army, with III Corps on the left and the Australian Corps on the right, advanced 10 miles on a frontage of 14 miles, forcing the Germans to abandon their gains of March. By 10 September, German strength on the Western Front had dropped to 185 divisions, with only 19 classed as fit. Twenty-two divisions were broken up to provide manpower for the remainder. The withdrawal shortened the German lines and allowed reserves to be reconstituted. But the Germans had to hold their positions in the Hindenburg Line to allow time for additional positions in the rear to be sited and prepared. Army Group Boehn reconnoitred a fall-back position known as the Hermann Stellung, which ran east of the Selle River through the line of St Souplet to Le Cateau, 12 miles east of the Hindenburg Line. Behind the Hindenburg Line was unfortified territory, and if the Germans were to hold on through the winter, they had to prevent the Allies breaking through.


The Australian Corps, with the 3rd, 5th and 32nd divisions, advanced by brigade groups consisting of infantry, pioneers, artillery, engineers, Light Horse and combat support elements and successfully maintained contact with the German rearguards. The brigade groups functioned well, with the Light Horse troops proving useful along the wide frontages. The open advance was exhausting and brigades sought to rotate their battalions on a daily basis. Artillery support was generous, even if it occasionally missed fleeting targets due to distance or delays in communication. While the Germans pursued scorched-earth tactics that left the countryside barren and devastated, the engineers and pioneers quickly repaired the bridges across the Somme and cleared German mines and booby traps left during the withdrawal. Casualties were light, with 90 killed and 239 wounded in the advanced guard brigades. The Australian Corps relieved the rapidly tiring 3rd and 5th divisions, replacing them with the fresher 1st and 4th divisions in a bid to provide some respite to the front¬line troops. On 8 September Haig asked his army commanders to submit plans for future offensive operations.
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Map 2. German withdrawals, August and September 1918


THE BEF AND THE BRITISH FOURTH ARMY


The BEF had expanded from seven divisions in 1914 to 60 divisions in five armies totalling 1.75 million men in 1918, including 550,000 artillerymen and 325,000 Army Service Corps (ASC) personnel. General Headquarters (GHQ) was sited in Montreuil and the BEF relied on six ports on the English Channel for the majority of its supplies. While the BEF held just 18% of the Allied line, by September 1918 its forces were attacking along most of their front to roll the Germans back. The nature of the advances led Haig to decentralise planning authority to his army commanders and concentrate on maintaining the operational tempo in conjunction with the French and American attacks. This represented a distinct change from the tightly planned offensives of 1916 and 1917. Historians Robin Prior, Trevor Wilson and Gary Sheffield all believe that this delegation increased Haig’s effectiveness as a commander and boosted the ability of his subordinate commanders to implement what was termed a ‘hands-off’ battle.


The BEF succeeded in pushing the Germans back — albeit at the cost of 650,000 casualties since the opening of the March offensives. Haig was under tremendous political pressure as a result of this casualty rate. The new Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, warned him that the War Cabinet would be concerned if he attacked and failed to gain the Hindenburg Line. Lord Milner, the Secretary of State for War, cautioned that there would be no possibility of rebuilding the BEF if it continued to suffer heavy casualties. Haig needed expertly planned and executed attacks by his army commanders to defeat the Germans while still maintaining sufficient manpower for his forces to play their part in the Allied offensive.


The Australian Corps fought as part of the British Fourth Army, commanded by General Sir Henry Rawlinson. Fourth Army was on the right flank of the BEF in the Somme area and occupied a typical frontage of 18,000 to 30,000 yards between the British Third Army on the left and the French First Army on the right. The logistical requirements were massive, with almost 50 trains of supplies a day required when engaged in a defensive fight. Even more would be needed to stockpile ammunition for any offensive. The front was never static, with daily counter-battery and harassing fire, raids and patrols by the infantry and periodic relief of troops from the front line.


An army had a staff of 31 officers and 106 men who planned operations and logistics. The Major General, General Staff, Archibald Montgomery, was the chief of staff and headed the operations section. The General Officer Commanding Royal Artillery (GOCRA), Major General Charles Budworth, was the senior artillery adviser and controlled up to 900 guns and howitzers. Each army had between two and five corps as well as army troops, which were combat and support troops not permanently assigned to any particular corps. The primary army troops were tank brigades, artillery brigades, labour companies, signal units, engineers, and other service troops.


The 5th Royal Air Force (RAF) Brigade comprised army troops consisting of army, corps and balloon wings. The army wing had six or more squadrons of fighters, bombers and reconnaissance aircraft, while the corps wing provided battlefield support such as contact patrols, artillery spotting and reconnaissance. The balloon wing supported each corps with a company for aerial observation. While divisions and corps had their organic, or permanently assigned, artillery the GOCRA had approximately 30 brigades of Army Field Artillery (AFA), Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA) or heavy brigades, and several independent siege batteries available for counter-battery, harassment and general support.
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Fourth Army Commander General Sir Henry Rawlinson (AWM E03898).


A corps was commanded by a lieutenant general with a headquarters of 300 men and between two and five divisions and corps troops. Corps troops were similar to army troops but fewer in number, with one RAF squadron, 110 to 120 guns and howitzers, a cavalry regiment, cyclist battalion, and support troops. While corps were important for planning operations and tended to stay in the same area and under the same army, divisions were frequently rotated through corps. The Australian Corps was an exception, and this stability contributed considerably to its fighting prowess. The division was considered the basic tactical unit, as it was the largest fixed formation with all the essential elements to conduct operations.




THE AUSTRALIAN CORPS


PRINCIPAL STAFF







	Position
	Name




	Brigadier General, General Staff (BGGS)
	Brigadier T. Blamey




	GOCRA
	Brigadier W. Coxen




	Chief Engineer
	Brigadier C. Foott




	Brigadier General Commanding Corps Heavy Artillery (BGHA)
	Brigadier L. Fraser




	Deputy Adjutant and Quartermaster General
	Brigadier R. Carruthers








CORPS TROOPS







	Unit
	Role




	Australian Corps Signal Company
	Corps Communication




	No. 3 Squadron, AFC
	Contact, artillery, reconnaissance patrols




	Australian Corps Cyclist Battalion
	Reconnaissance, escort, dispatch riders




	13th Australian Light Horse Regiment



	V Heavy Trench Mortar Battery
	Indirect fire support




	Field and heavy artillery brigades
	Counter-battery, harassing, general support




	Tank brigades or battalions
	Infantry support




	Captive Balloon Service
	Aerial reconnaissance
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Portrait of Lieutenant General John Monash, General Officer Commanding the Australian Corps (AWM A02697).


THE AUSTRALIAN CORPS


The appointment of Lieutenant General John Monash to command of the Australian Corps on 31 May 1918 was the culmination of a long process of ‘Australianisation’ of the combat formations that Australia contributed to the war effort. Monash and most of the primary staff and commanders were Australian. From August 1918, the five Australian infantry divisions and virtually all of the artillery fought together in the Australian Corps.


Infantry divisions had evolved considerably by 1918, reflecting the new weapons systems and tactics developed during the war. Each division had three brigades of infantry, two brigades of artillery, and divisional troops for a total of 871 officers and 17,350 men. A division was commanded by a major general, supported by 19 staff officers. The Commander Royal Artillery (CRA) was a brigadier who served as the senior artillery commander for the division, while the Commander Royal Engineers was a lieutenant colonel who performed the same function for the engineer field companies and pioneer battalion. By March 1918 the machine-gun companies in each division had been consolidated into a battalion of four companies, each equipped with 16 Vickers guns. At the same time the divisional mortars were reorganised into two batteries of six 6-inch Newton mortars. The divisional heavy mortars were disbanded, with a single battery of six 9.45-inch mortars retained under corps control.


[image: ]


Chart 1. Infantry division


Each infantry brigade had four infantry battalions and a light trench mortar battery of eight Stokes mortars for an establishment strength of 191 officers and 3679 men. 
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Chart 2. Infantry brigade


The Australian Corps suffered over 45,000 casualties from March to September 1918 and experienced difficulties keeping its units up to strength. In February the British disbanded the fourth battalion in each infantry brigade to bring the remainder closer to establishment strength. The Australians resisted this, but disbanded the 36th, 47th and 52nd battalions after the fighting in April and May. On 31 August 1918 the infantry battalions in the Australian Corps averaged 653 men.


The infantry battalions had been reorganised in June and July 1918 with a reduction to 44 officers and 901 men in four companies. A full-strength company of 187 men had four platoons. There was usually one Lewis gun section with two guns, and two rifle sections in each platoon, for a strength of between 28 and 40 men. Each battalion had 32 Lewis guns, and 50% of riflemen were trained in bombs or rifle grenades. Tactical experimentation showed that one non-commissioned officer (NCO) and six men for a rifle section and one NCO and 10 men for a Lewis gun section was the minimum number required for effective small-unit tactics.


Infantry battalions never brought their full strength into combat. A proportion of men were sick, on leave, completing courses or employed elsewhere. There was also a ‘left out of battle’ cadre or nucleus that would be used to rebuild the battalion if it suffered heavy casualties. The logistical portions of the companies and battalions were not considered fighting troops. With these deductions, a full-strength battalion brought 708 men and 20 officers into action, or approximately 159 per company, with 72 men at battalion headquarters. This was known as the trench strength of the battalion. In September 1918, trench strengths were between 300 and 400 men, including 20 officers.


WEAPONS SYSTEMS


The war spurred tremendous advances in technology. By 1918 many new weapons had been developed and forces equipped, and even those still in use from 1914 had often been upgraded to increase their range and destructive power, and enhance their combat effectiveness.


The 1918 infantry platoon was equipped with the Lee-Enfield rifle, the Lewis gun and the No. 23 and No. 36 Mark 1 grenades. Typically, around four men per platoon had cup dispensers to fire rifle grenades, and a platoon might carry as many as 100 grenades.


Although mortars represented a well-developed weapon, they had fallen into disuse prior to 1914. Trench warfare and the need for high-angle fire led to the development of three types of mortars. Light mortars, such as the 3-inch Stokes mortar, were crewed by infantry and operated in direct support of front-line battalions. However, they required large carrying parties to be effective. Medium and heavy mortars were crewed by artillery personnel and were divisional and corps troops that were given distinct roles within artillery plans. Light mortars were used as anti-personnel weapons and against lightly fortified areas. Medium and heavy mortars were employed against fortified dugouts and emplacements as their greater projectile weight provided more destructive effect.




INFANTRY WEAPONS
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Short Magazine Lee-Enfield Rifle, Mark III* (AWM REL24793).


The Lee-Enfield was a bolt-action rifle with a 10-round magazine that fired a .303-inch cartridge to an effective range of 550 yards, though 300-400 yards was much more realistic for the average soldier. Most engagements were fought within 200 yards. The typical rate of fire was around five rounds per minute. The rifle was equipped with the Pattern 1907 bayonet.
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No. 36 Mark 1 Grenade (AWM RELAWM02093).
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No. 23 Mark 2 Grenade (AWM REL34881).


The No. 23 and No. 36 Mark 1 grenades were thrown or fired from a cup dispenser attached to the Lee-Enfield rifle. The 1.7lb grenade had a thrown range of up to 20 yards for a novice and 40 for trained bombers. The rifle grenade’s maximum range was approximately 210 yards, but the effective combat range was 100 yards. The grenades had a blast radius of 7 yards and fragmentation radius of 75 yards. Grenades could cover dead space and were effective against concrete strongpoints.
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