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  TRAVELLING FORTRESS
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  She was defined as an enclosed, heavily armored combat vehicle mounted with cannon and guns and movable on caterpillar treads. She was and is the tank.

  Mechanized land warfare began with the chariot, the predecessor of the armored car; whose ancestry is much older than that of the tank. Like the tank, the early chariot was operated as a military vehicle by a team or crew consisting of a driver, a bowman who could also hurl a javelin when necessary, and a shield bearer to afford some protection for the others. Archaeologists in Russia have established that Bronze Age warriors in Central Asia used chariots as mobile platforms from which they shot arrows and threw javelins at their enemies.

  The Hyksos, a little-known warrior race from the region now called Kurdistan, are thought to be the first to have fought using chariots of war. They moved into northern Egypt in 1700 BC to establish a 400-year dynasty with the key to their success being their chariot-based mobile striking force. Eventually, however, they were displaced by a more powerful force, the Egyptian army. The great armies of the Pharaoh Thutmose III in 1479 BC, of the Assyrian army in the ninth century BC, and of King Solomon in c. 972-931 were all renowned for their might and the capability of their chariot war units.

  It was Cyrus, King of Persia in the sixth century BC, who was credited with the development of the chariot into a first-class fighting vehicle. His long-axled, two-man design was strong and more resistant to overturning than any previous chariot. The axles were mounted with protruding scythes and its horses protected by armor. His chariot was light and extremely fast. And there was also a much larger, wagon-like version which featured a tower-mounted battering ram and had capacity for twenty men. Cyrus believed his forerunner of the tank to have good battlefield potential.

  When Alexander the Great invaded India in 327 BC he encountered the forces of the rajah Porus and a battle line of 200 large and powerful elephants. The massive beasts had been made more menacing by the attachment of swords to their trunks and lances to either side of their bodies. These elephants were employed as “infantry tanks” to break the enemy lines and enable supporting cavalry to get through to the opposing forces. A howdah, or fighting cage, was mounted on the back of each animal and carried up to four fighting men. Undoubtedly, the sight of these huge “living tanks” terrified the opposing army and its horses. Alexander was so greatly impressed with the power and presence of the elephants in that military context that he acquired a large number of them for his own force.

  The military commander Hannibal is the best-known proponent of elephants in a primary combat role, using them very effectively until his ultimate defeat in battle. At Zama in 202 BC, his Roman opponent Scipio outsmarted him. Hannibal had planned on using his eighty armed elephants in a massive, frightening charge to breach the Roman center, but as the beasts neared the Roman line, the blare of many horns and trumpets rose from the Roman side. Hannibal’s elephants were at first bewildered and then terrified. In panic they turned away and retreated through Hannibal’s own soldiers. As Alexander had been intrigued by the possibilities the animals seemed to offer in a combat role, so too were the Romans who soon were to incorporate them into their armies, employing them for the next 200 years.
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  Sumerian chariots and spearmen of the world’s first organized army;
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  Albert Stern championed development of the first British tank;

  When the legions of Julius Caesar arrived in what they were referring to as Brittania in 55 BC, they ran into a rude welcome of spear attacks by men in light chariots. According to the Roman leader, the British charioteers drove across the battlefield at great speed, hurling javelins at their enemies from a distance. The attacks caused confusion and disorganization among the Roman ranks. Then the British javelin throwers dismounted to attack their enemies on foot. The chariot drivers meanwhile continued on and then brought their horses to a halt facing away from the action and ready to carry off their comrades in a rapid getaway should it be necessary. These attacks took a high toll of the Romans in both battle casualties and psychologically. It is thought by some that this demoralizing effect may have led to Caesar’s withdrawal from Britain. However, the use of chariots in such roles was, by this time, in decline. Warring societies had concluded that armed soldiers on horseback were of greater value. In all probability, the concept of a man on horseback to gain an intelligence advantage on the battlefield long predates the military use of the chariot. The mounted rider had a height advantage for increased observational capability as well as the speed to approach and escape from enemy forces. As the development of body armor for warriors on the battlefield progressed, their horses were being bred to take a more refined role in combat, and the perceived value of the chariot declined. The horse-mounted cavalry soldier had now become an army’s means of breaking the ranks of opposing infantry forces. In the fourteenth century, however, came the development of firearms, and the function of the cavalry horse in providing mobility for the fighting man was on the way out. Overloaded as both the animal and rider had become with the increasingly heavier armor needed for their protection against the shot from guns, the horse was soon unable to carry his rider efficiently.
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  “Mother” in trials at Hatfield Park, north of London in 1916.

  So, in the next century, the mounted soldier began discarding his weighty armor as mobility and battlefield agility to evade the missiles of the enemy were coming into favor. The thinking turned to the value of substantial firepower as the way to battlefield success and survival. Though mounted cavalry were an essential part of all armies through the First World War, military planners were, for the most part, looking toward the prospect of a strong, well-made vehicle that would offer ample protection for its crew along with the capability to effectively attack the enemy.

  One of the first such vehicles was that of the Italian scientist and physician Guido da Vigevano who, in 1335, designed a windmill-powered cart with an exposed wooden gear train. His device had no real future in development, being wholly dependent on wind for power. But a century and a half later, another Italian, the universal genius Leonardo da Vinci, prepared sketches suggesting development of a dramatic armored fighting vehicle, a bowl-shaped four-wheeled armored car with mounted gun positions and covered with an iron armor plating and a sort of parasol roof. The vehicle was intended to be human-powered by an eight-man crew whose members turned cranks to transfer power to the wheels through a crude form of gearing system. It seems to have lacked an efficient steering capability and had a very low ground clearance which almost certainly would have led to its frequently bogging down. Additionally, the crew would have soon become exhausted by the effects of the low power-to-weight ratio. Of his design, da Vinci is thought to have remarked: “I am building secure and covered chariots which are invulnerable, and when they advance with their guns in the midst of the enemy, even the largest enemy masses are bound to retreat; and behind them the infantry can follow in safety and without opposition . . . these take the place of elephants and one may hold bellows in them to terrify horses or one may put carabiniers in them. This is good to break up the ranks of the enemy.”

  For all it left to be desired, the da Vinci design spelled a kind of progress along the way to development of the tank concept, but another four hundred years would pass before a real and viable design would arrive. Meanwhile, in the period between 1419 and 1434, a group of Central European religious dissidents led by Jan Jiska during the Hussite Wars, built and deployed a kind of “war wagon” which was basically a defensive cart offering a level of mobility and armored protection. This “Wagon Laager,” as it was called, was constructed with thick, timbered sides and pillbox-like slits through which guns or crossbows could be fired. A tactical defensive circle could be formed by connecting several of the vehicles together, should Jiska’s men be threatened with enemy attack while on open ground. In later years, through the nineteenth century, variations on such war carts were notably in use by the Boers in South Africa.
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  “Little Willie” under construction at Foster’s Lincoln works in 1915;
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  King George V inspecting “Little Willie” in 1918.

  In 1596 the mathematician John Napier designed a “round chariot of metal” which was fully-armored against the musket fire of the time. The power source according to Napier was “those within, the same more easie and more spedie than so many armed men would be otherwise.” He called it the “assault car,” “the use thereof in moving serveth to break the array of the enemies battle . . . by continual discharge of harquebussiers through small holes, the enemy being abashed and uncertain as to what defence or pursuit to use against a moving mouth of metal.”
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  Lt. Col. Ernest Swinton whose 1914 idea led to the creation of the tank;

  In 1838 the engineer John George of Saint Blazey, Cornwall, England, petitioned the House of Commons claiming, together with his son, to be the sole inventors of what he referred to as a “modern steam war chariot.” He described the vehicle as “coke-burning, with sides armored against muskett and grape shot.” It was crewed by three men and was “capable of cutting a twenty-three-foot opening in an enemy rank.” It could, he said, “penetrate the densest lines, the firmest cahorts and the most compact squadrons with as much certainty as a cannon ball would pass through a partition of paste board.” George and his son proposed bringing a demonstration model of their machine to London for the edification of the Commons which, in the event, expressed no interest in the scheme.
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  Major J.F.C. Fuller, who foresaw tactics for tanks.

  Then, in 1854, the Englishman James Cowan was at work on an armored fighting vehicle when he decided to try enclosing one of James Boydell’s traction engines within the iron skin of the machine which was open at the top. The vehicle featured several cannon protruding through gun ports and it moved on short, reinforced board “feet” that were fitted to the circumference of the road wheels, as forerunners of the linked caterpillar tracks on which the tanks and other armored vehicles of the future would roll.

  Like the George war chariot, Cowan’s steam traction machine failed to impress government authorities in the form of a Select Committee appointed by the British Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston. In the committee’s collective view, the Cowan design did not adequately provide internally for the functions of the boiler, the flywheel and the breech-loading guns, other machinery, coal and ammunition storage, or for the driver and gunners. The committee turned down Cowan’s design and he immediately referred to them in the press as “washed out Old Women and Senile Old Tabbies.”

  The most visionary, clever and inventive military-oriented thinkers of the time were essentially agreed that the future of land warfare rested with a type of vehicle that combined great firepower with self-propulsion and greatly improved protection for its crew. Progress was slow, but those minds were definitely on the way to the creation of the tank, a killing machine the world would find irresistible.

  The next step along that way was the invention in the 1880s of small internal combustion engines by the Germans Gottlieb Daimler and Karl Benz, leading the world away from steam as the primary power source for the developing armored fighting vehicle. Internal combustion power would prove the only practical choice. The British government, meanwhile, through its War Office, maintained a posture of indifference, ignoring or rejecting various armored fighting vehicle design ideas. In 1895 it gave the ho-hum to a small, open-topped armored car with two mounted machine-guns, the brainchild of American entrepreneur Edward Pennington. The bathtub-shaped contraption featured Pennington’s patented pneumatic tires and a quarter-inch-thick armor plate skirt around the hull. The skirt ended eighteen inches above the ground and wore a chain-mail fringe to protect the tires. A driver and two gunners crewed the car, which excited no one in the government and was never produced. The Pennington design was followed by a similar self-propelled fighting vehicle, the Military Scout, a creation of the British inventor Frederick Simms. The Scout was to be powered by a 1.5 hp De Dion engine and was to be armed with an air-cooled Maxim machine-gun. The car was thought promising by many, but not by many in the War Office.

  But Simms continued to work on such ideas, developing a small, petrol-powered armored rail-car that was based on Pennington’s design. The car actually took part in the Second Boer War and was considered relatively successful in the effort. Simms then went on to design a larger version for the road. It was produced by Vickers and became the first true armored car. Armed with a Vickers-Maxim one-pounder gun at the rear and two Maxim water-cooled machine-guns at the front, the Simms “War Car,” as it was known, was capable of a maximum speed of nine mph with its Simms-Daimler sixteen hp engine. The War Car was displayed at the 1902 Crystal Palace exhibition to great acclaim by the press and public. The War Office, though, was once again unimpressed and Simms decided to redirect his interests away from armored fighting vehicle development.
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  “Little Willie” at the Tank Museum, Bovington, Dorset, England.

  The requirement to be able to move readily across open countryside with ample armor protection drove Richard Hornsby & Sons, developer of a track system for oil-engined tractors, to successfully experiment with a militarized version in 1905. Again, the War Office declined to support the venture beyond that point. Still, with the efforts of Daimler and Benz, and the Hornsby experiment, two key components of the tank, a reliable power plant and a track system to replace wheels, had been put in place. The years before 1914 saw various limited developments in the field in France, Germany, Italy and Great Britain with the resulting vehicles being used in local conflicts with varying degrees of success. The intransigent, reactionary war ministries and general staffs of the time stolidly maintained their hostile attitudes, delaying and sabotaging such developments wherever possible. Their inability to learn from and properly interpret their own battlefield experience, coupled with their persistent delusions about future tactics and requirements, left them essentially confused and generally ill-prepared for the Great War that was coming.

  It should have been abundantly clear to most military commanders at the beginning of the First World War that neither massed ranks of infantry nor charging cavalry could survive in the face of fire from breech-loading, rifled weapons. Most commanders, though, refused to even consider any alternative to sending their troops “over the top” to cross a pock-marked, denuded wasteland through a withering hail of bullets. “War is good business. Invest your sons,” wrote a wag of the day.

  The armored car was the first fighting vehicle to enter wartime service. It was built by the Belgians and by the British Royal Navy, and was tested and put into action on the Western Front in 1914. In the thick and sticky mud of the battlefields, however, these new and promising wheeled vehicles were largely unsuitable. In an irony ahead of that conflict, an Australian engineer named Lancelot de Mole had designed a practical armored tank vehicle that was, in fact, superior to that which the British Army would field on the Somme in 1916. But, when de Mole submitted his clever design to the War Office there was virtually no reaction. So, in 1915, he tried again to interest the decision makers of the War Office and was again rebuffed.

  “Caterpillar landships are idiotic and useless. Nobody has asked for them and nobody wants them. Those officers and men are wasting their time and are not pulling their proper weight in the war. If I had my way I would disband the whole lot of them. Anyhow, I am going to do my best to see that it is done and stop all this armored car and caterpillar landship nonsense” declared Royal Navy Commodore Cecil Lambert, Fourth Sea Lord, in 1915. Lambert clearly disapproved of the Royal Navy Armored Car Division, which had been established in October 1914 with the enthusiastic support of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, to develop a new line of purpose-built armored cars.

  From a letter in January 1915 from Winston Churchill to Prime Minister Herbert Asquith: “. . . fit up a small number of steam tractors with small armored shelters, in which men and machine-guns could be placed, which would be bullet-proof . . . The caterpillar system would enable trenches to be crossed quite easily, and the weight of the machine would destroy all wire entanglements . . .”

  Urgent diplomatic intercepts: St Petersburg, 29 July 1914, 1 a.m. Czar Nicholas II to Kaiser Wilhelm II: “I FORSEE THAT VERY SOON I SHALL BE OVERWHELMED BY THE PRESSURE FORCED UPON ME AND BE FORCED TO TAKE EXTREME MEASURES WHICH WILL LEAD TO WAR”.—Nicky

  Berlin, 30 July 1914, 1:20 a.m. Kaiser Wilhelm II to Czar Nicholas II: “THE WHOLE WEIGHT OF THE DECISION LIES SOLELY ON YOUR SHOULDERS NOW. [YOU] HAVE TO BEAR THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR PEACE OR WAR.”

  —Willy

  There’s a little wet home in the trench,

  That the rain storms continually drench,

  A dead cow close by, With her hooves in the sky,

  And she gives off a beautiful stench.

  Underneath us, in place of a floor,

  Is a mess of cold mud and some straw, And the Jack Johnsons roar as they speed through the air

  O’er my little wet home in the trench.

  —anon

  After the German defeat in the Battle of the Marne, a few Royal Navy units were sent from England to protect the air base at Dunkirk. They were also ordered to assume the rescue of pilots who had been shot down in the area. To that end, the Admiralty Air Department stepped in and provided some armored cars. They bought 100 of the vehicles from Rolls-Royce and shipped some of them directly to France where they were fitted with a box-like arrangement of armor covering the main unit and rear wheels, and other small, raised armored boxes to cover the front wheels and the driver’s head. The rest of the Rolls-Royce cars were modified in England where they remained until put into action in the autumn of 1914 where they performed relatively effectively, but also demonstrated that their crews were inadequately protected from overhead sniper fire. That led to development of a new version which incorporated a top-mounted machine-gun turret and overhead armor. The early examples of the new vehicle reached France in December 1914 and were immediately seen to be a great improvement over their predecessors. But, they had come into service at a point in the war when all significant movement on the battlefields had stopped. The armies of the two enemies were dug in behind wire barriers and fortifications and, while the new armored cars were promising, they were incapable of crossing the trenches or the wire.

  Winston Churchill formed the Naval Landships Committee in February 1915 to design and build a new armored tracked vehicle based on a 1914 idea of Lieutenant Colonel Ernest Swinton, Royal Engineers. Swinton believed that a caterpillar-tracked armored vehicle could be created to destroy machine-gun positions and barbed wire barriers and, most importantly, to cross the great trenches and other obstacles on the battlefield with relative ease. The initial trials of the “Machine-Gun Destroyer” as it was referred to, were hugely disappointing, but Churchill and the committee were determined to continue the effort. They purchased two Bullock Creeping Grip tractors and imported them from the United States, and from them developed a new vehicle they called the Lincoln Number One Machine. They then redesigned the track and suspension units and modified the resulting vehicle which was soon delivering the kind of performance sought by the committee. They named the new vehicle Little Willie.

  This time, the interest of the British Army was aroused by the possibilities it foresaw for such a machine. What they required, however, was a machine with about twice the capability of Little Willie. It had to be able to cross a trench eight feet wide as well as climb a parapet four and a half feet high. And then, two of the committee members, William Tritton and Lieutenant W.G. Wilson joined forces to come up with a new design, a combination of the best qualities and characteristics of both the Lincoln Machine and Little Willie, an entirely new fighting vehicle with tracks that ran around the perimeter of its rhomboid sides. Its overall height was kept to a minimum through the use of sponsons on either side of the vehicle, each mounting a six-pounder naval gun, rather than a a top-mounted turret. It had fixed front and rear turrets, with the front turret accommodating the commander and the driver sitting side by side. The rear turret housed a machine-gun. The vehicle contained four Hotchkiss machine-guns and there were four doors behind the sponsons as well as a man-hole hatch in the top of the hull. To the rear of the hull was attached a two-wheel towed steering tail. This new design was known as Big Willie, but more commonly referred to as Mother. It was eight feet in height and twenty-six feet five inches long, not counting the added steering tail. With a weight of twenty-eight tons, Mother was powered by a 105-hp Daimler sleeve-valve engine.

  In February 1916, a trial of Mother was held at the Hatfield Park, Hertfordshire estate of the Marquess of Salisbury. The audience included Minister of Munitions Lloyd George, Field Marshal Lord Kitchener, the Minister of Defence, and some other representatives of the Army and the Admiralty. During the trial, Mother was put through her paces over a specially-prepared obstacle course containing a variety of craters, ditches, streams, wire entanglements and wide trenches, and she acquitted herself well according to the Landship Committee members present. Although Kitchener himself was not especially enthusiastic about what he witnessed that day, the Army representatives were quite impressed and by the end of the event, a production order for twenty-five of the vehicles was awarded to Foster’s and one for seventy-five of the machines went to the Metropolitan Carriage, Wagon and Finance Company. Fifty Mothers were to be built with the same armament as the prototype. Strangely, they would thereafter be referred to as “males,” with the balance of the vehicles armed with six machine-guns, four of them mounted in smaller side sponsons. These units were called “females.” Their role in combat was to protect the males from being swamped by enemy infantry. After the Hatfield Park trial, the King was given a ride in the prototype and emerged saying that a large number of the vehicles would be a considerable asset to the Army.

  In the secrecy of the Foster’s workshops the workers and executives referred to the unusual new vehicles they were building as “tanks,” an odd reference to the new weapons system destined to entirely reform land warfare. They were trying to conceal what they were working on. Swinton and Lt. Col. W. Dalby Jones discussed the matter and they considered calling the thing “container” or “cistern” before finally agreeing on “tank,” which, they thought, implied some sort of agricultural machine . . . something the company might be expected to produce normally. Foster’s personnel even hinted broadly that the new products were to be shipped to Russia. And so the word “tank” entered into common usage and was soon generic for the war machine.
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  A British Mark 1 with faked Russian lettering at Foster’s works, Lincoln, England.

  The pressure on the manufacturers to get the Mark I into production inevitably resulted in a vehicle something less than perfect. The makers took this first production tank from drawing board to assembly in just twelve months and, among its many drawbacks was a gravity-fed fuel system which could starve the engine when the vehicle was maneuvering with its front end in a steep, climbing or descending attitude. The fuel tank was positioned inside the vehicle and greatly increased the fire risk. And, in a particularly bizarre design solution, the vehicle required the teamwork of four crew members to steer it, even with the aid of the wheeled steering tail. David Fletcher, Librarian of the Tank Museum, Bovington, England, a leading authority on tanks and author of The British Tanks 1915-19: “Four of the crew served the guns; a gunner and loader on each side. The others were all required to operate the controls. The driver, sitting to the right of the commander, was effectively there to make the tank go. Apart from the steering wheel that was almost useless, he had no control whatever over turning, or swinging the tank, to use the contemporary term. He controlled the primary gearbox, clutch and footbrake which acted on the transmission shaft, along with the ignition and throttle controls. The commander operated the steering brakes and either man could work the differential lock which was above, between and behind them. The two extra men worked the secondary gearboxes at the back, on instruction from the driver, who had to work the clutch at the same time.

  “It was, according to the instruction book, possible to steer the tank by selecting a different ratio in each of the secondary gearboxes, although experience soon proved that this would result in twisted gear shafts. Thus, except for slight deviations when the steering brakes were used, the standard procedure for steering was to halt the tank, lock the differential and take one track out of gear. First was then selected in the primary box and the other secondary box, the brake was then applied to the free track and the tank would swing in that direction.”

  By February 1917, the Marks II and III had gone to war incorporating only minor improvements over the Mk I, but, by April the substantially improved Mark IV had entered service, protected by much better armor. It also featured a vacuum-feed fuel system, a new cooling and ventilation system, an exhaust silencer and a rear-mounted external fuel tank. While the males had the same armament as the prototype, the females were armed with six machine-guns (five Vickers and one Hotchkiss). A total of 420 male and 595 female tanks were produced before the arrival in May 1918 of the Mark V, by far the best and most dramatically advanced version of this pioneering fighting vehicle. The Mk V incorporated an entirely new epicyclic steering system designed by the former Lieutenant, now Major, W.G. Wilson, as well as an extended hull to increase its trench-crossing capability. With enhanced power from a 150 hp Ricardo engine, the Mk V was capable of 4.6 mph maximum speed, compared to the 3.7 mph top speed of the earlier marks. Mark V production totalled 400 male and 632 female tanks.

  The armored strike force of the British Army was forming in 1916 and the Army wisely decided to establish it as a new branch under the overall command of Ernest Swinton. Lt. Col. Hugh Elles, a Royal Engineer officer, was appointed field commander in France. Elles had been GHQ representative for tank development and policy. The new organization was called the Tank Detachment until June 1917 when it was redesignated the Tank Corps and, in 1923, it became the Royal Tank Corps, the award coming from King George V. In 1939, the Royal Tank Corps was renamed the Royal Tank Regiment and became part of the Royal Armored Corps, along with other units, mainly former cavalry regiments.

  Elles put together a small staff of officers in 1916 who brought considerable intelligence, enthusiasm and foresight to the war front in France. Realizing the enormous potential of the tank weapon, Elles’s key staff, including Captain G. Martel and Major J.F.C. Fuller, predicted the coming battles between opposing tank forces and other advanced tank tactics that were destined to change land warfare forever. It was Fuller who, in 1917, wrote of the tank, “It is in fact an armored mechanical horse.”

  At dawn the ridge emerges massed and dun, In the wild purple of the glow’ring sun, Smouldering through spouts of drifting smoke that shroud The menacing scarred slope, and, one by one, Tanks creep and topple forward to the wire.

  —from Attack by Siegfried Sassoon

  Well, how are things in heaven? I wish you’d say Because I’d like to know that you’re all right. Tell me, have you found everlasting day, Or been sucked in by everlasting night? For when I shut my eyes your face shows plain; I hear you make some cheery old remark—I can rebuild you in my brain, Though you’ve gone out patrolling in the dark.

  —from To Any Dead Officer by Siegfried Sassoon

  Brought to France under the cover of canvas sheets, the first British tanks entered battle against the Germans in September 1916. In his book, Tanks In Battle, Colonel H.C.B. Rogers describes the supplies that were carried into action in the British tanks: “Rations for the first tank battle consisted of sixteen loaves of bread and about thirty tins of foodstuffs. The various types of stores included four spare Vickers machine-gun barrels, one spare Vickers machine-gun, one spare Hotchkiss machine-gun, two boxes of revolver ammunition, thirty-three thousand rounds of ammunition for the machine-guns, a telephone instrument and a hundred yards of cable on a drum, a signalling lamp, three signalling flags, two wire cutters, one spare drum of engine oil, two small drums of grease and three water cans. Added to this miscellaneous collection was all the equipment which was stripped off the eight inhabitants of the tank, so that there was not very much room to move about.”

  The training of the crews that went to war in these early tanks had been sub-standard and there had been no instruction in cooperation between the tanks and the infantry. The only point of agreement between the two arms was that the tanks ought to reach their first objective five minutes ahead of the infantry forces and that the primary task of the tanks was to destroy the enemy strongpoints which were preventing the advance of the infantry.
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  “What did you do in the war, Daddy?”

  In their initial combat action, it was intended to deploy forty-nine British tanks, but only thirty-two were able to take part. Nine of these suffered breakdowns, five experienced “ditching” (becoming stuck in a trench or soft ground) and nine more couldn’t keep up the pace, lagging well behind the infantry. But the remaining nine met their objective and inflicted severe losses on the German forces. While accomplishing less than had been hoped for, this first effort of the British tank force produced an important and unanticipated side effect. Those tanks that reached the enemy line made a powerful impression on the German troops facing them, causing many to bolt in fear even before the tanks had come into firing range.

  Shrieking its message the flying death Cursed the resisting air,

  Then buried its nose by a tattered church,

  A skeleton gaunt and bare.

  The brains of science, the money of fools,

  Had fashioned an iron slave

  Destined to kill, yet the futile end

  Was a child’s uprooted grave.

  —The Shell by Private H. Smalley Sarson

  When the war is over and the Kaiser’s out of print, I’m going to buy some tortoises and watch the beggars sprint; When the war is over and the sword at last we sheathe, I’m going to keep a jelly-fish and listen to it breathe.

  —from A Full Heart by A.A. Milne

  For it’s clang, bang, rattle,

  W’en the tanks go into battle,

  And they plough their way across the tangled wire,

  They are sighted to a fraction,

  When the guns get into action,

  An’ the order of the day is rapid fire; W’en the hour is zero Ev’ry man’s a bloomin’ ’ero,

  W’atsoever ’is religion or ’is nime,

  You can bet yer bottom dollar W’ether death or glory foller,

  That the tanks will do their duty ev’ry time.

  —from A Song of the Tanks by J. Dean Atkinson

  The following passage from the book Iron Fist by Bryan Perrett describes operational conditions for the crew of the early British tanks in France around the midpoint of the First World War: “Such intense heat was generated by the engine that the men wore as little as possible. The noise level, a compound of roaring engine, unsilenced exhaust on the early Marks, the thunder of tracks crossing the hull, weapons firing and the enemy’s return fire striking the armor, made speech impossible and permanently damaged the hearing of some. The hard ride provided by the unsprung suspension faithfully mirrored every pitch and roll of the ground so that the gunners, unaware of what lay ahead, would suddenly find themselves thrown off their feet and, reaching out for support, sustain painful burns as they grabbed at machinery that verged on the red hot. Worst of all was the foul atmosphere, polluted by the fumes of leaking exhausts, hot oil, petrol and expended cordite. Brains starved of oxygen refused to function or produced symptoms of madness. One officer is known to have fired into a malfunctioning engine with his revolver, and some crews were reduced to the level of zombies, repeatedly mumbling the orders they had been given but physically unable to carry them out. Small wonder then, that after even a short spell in action, the men would collapse on the ground beside their vehicles, gulping in air, incapable of movement for long periods.

  “In addition, of course, there were the effects of the enemy’s fire. Wherever this struck, small glowing flakes of metal would be flung off the inside of the armor, while bullet splash penetrated visors and joints in the plating; both could blind, although the majority of such wounds were minor though painful. Glass vision blocks became starred and were replaced by open slits, thereby increasing the risk, especially to the commander and the driver. In an attempt to minimise this, leather crash helmets, slotted metal goggles and chain mail visors were issued, but these were quickly discarded in the suffocating heat of the vehicle’s interior. The tanks of the day were not proof against field artillery so that any penetration was likely to result in a fierce petrol or ammunition fire followed by an explosion that would tear the vehicle apart. In such a situation the chances of being able to evacuate a casualty through the awkward hatches were horribly remote.

  “Despite these sobering facts, the crews willingly accepted both the conditions and the risks in the belief that they had a war-winning weapon.”

  A British Army corporal said they looked like giant toads. The specter of nearly 400 enemy tanks emerging from the early morning ground fog and mists of Cambrai in north-eastern France on 20 November 1917 must have impressed all who saw it. After years of stalemate and staggering attrition, this first use of massed tanks in warfare was the turning point. British armored commanders had awakened to the possibilities of the tank when imaginatively and skillfully utilized.

  For most of 1917 the Allies on the Western Front had been bogged down in their trenches, unable to breach the German defenses. Now in November, the tank commanders saw an opportunity to break the cycle of despair and hopelessness that hung over the Allied armies. They proposed a massive tank raid to be launched against German positions near the town of Cambrai. They liked the prospects. The terrain of the attack was gently rolling, well-drained land. As their plan called for surprising the Germans with a fast and relatively quiet approach, there was to be no conventional softening-up artillery bombardment in advance of the raid. The commanders had intended that the great tank force would arrive quickly, inflict maximum damage and get out fast, having completed their task in three hours or less. They had presented their plan to Sir Douglas Haig, the British Commander-in-Chief on the Western Front, in August when he was incurring catastrophic losses fifty miles to the north of Cambrai in the swamps of Passchendale. At the time, the optimistic Haig was still looking for a victory and shelved the Cambrai idea. But by the autumn his Passchendale ambitions had sunk in the mud there and he was forced to accept the proposal of his tank men.

  [image: images]

  The Experimental Depot for Tanks, Dollis Hill, London, a painting by W.B. Adeney.

  The plan called for the great mass of tanks to force a breakthrough between the two canals at Cambrai, capture the town itself as well as the higher ground surrounding the village of Flesquieres and the Bourdon Wood. They were then to roll on towards Valenciennes, twenty-five miles to the northeast. The tanks were carrying great bundles of brushwood which would be used to fill in the trenches that they would encounter when crossing the German defenses of the Siegfried Line. It was intended that the tanks would advance line abreast while the accompanying infantry troops would follow in columns close behind to defend against close-quarters attacks.

  Deception and diversion were employed by the British in the days leading up to the attack. Dummy tanks, smoke and gas were all used to fool the Germans, and the men and equipment that would be involved in the attack were moved up entirely by night and kept in hiding by day. All 381 tanks allocated for the attack advanced toward Cambrai along a six-mile front.

  British planning and attention to detail had been thorough and fastidious, but they had failed to factor in the possibility of one of their own commanders, a General Harper of the 51st Highland Division, deviating from the plan. It seems that Harper had doubts about the ability of the new-fangled tanks to breach the Siegfried Line as quickly as the planners required. On the day of the attack Harper delayed sending his tanks and infantry troops forward until an hour after the rest of the force had left. The delay allowed German field artillery to be positioned with disastrous results for some tank crews. Five burned-out tank hulls were found after the action. Elsewhere along the tank line, however, the armor and infantry had moved swiftly through the German lines, advancing five miles to Bourdon Wood by noon. It had been a brilliant achievement for the British tank crews.
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  A Mk I “male” tank attacking at Thiepval on the Somme, September 1916.

  [image: images]

  A portrait of Major General Hugh Elles, by Sir William Orpen.

  The push continued the next day with the British taking Flesquieres and advancing a further 17 miles. In the next nine days, they won and lost the village of Fontaine-Notre Dame and the surrounding area several times. Then, on 30 November, the Germans counterattacked. Like the British, they struck without the usual initial artillery bombardment, hiding behind heavy gas and smoke screens. The British troops, exhausted by their recent effort, were forced to retreat from the rapidly advancing German forces and in just a few days had to relinquish all of their gains. In the action, the Germans took 6,000 prisoners. Blame for the defeat fell on everyone except those actually responsible—the commanders. There was concern in Whitehall that pointing the finger at their Army commanders would crush the faith of the British people in their military leadership. Still, the British had learned the valuable lesson of how effective tanks and artillery could be when properly employed in concert.
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