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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 Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


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


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit and its Campaign Series provides 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


Of the massive German offensives of 1918, it is the initial thrust, known as Operation Michael, which lasted from 21 March to 5 April 1918, that generally attracts the most attention. Michael has become renowned for its devastating impact on the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) Third and Fifth armies, which were thrown into disarray, and for the astonishing advances made by the Germans, in particular the Eighteenth Army under General Oskar von Hutier. However Operation Michael was merely the opening salvo in a series of offensives launched by the Germans which continued until the aborted Operation Hagen (planned for July 1918) when the tide began to turn in favour of the Allies.


The fighting in Flanders in April 1918, known as the Battle of the Lys, has received very little attention, marginalised in public consciousness by the impact of Operation Michael. Yet the German offensive in Flanders, Operation Georgette, which lasted from 9 to 29 April, had the potential to deliver a fatal blow to the BEF, particularly given the very real threat to the vitally important northern logistic hub of Hazebrouck. At the same time, the onslaught of Operation Michael saw the Germans close in on the equally vital southern hub of Amiens in a powerful drive that could have placed the Allies, and the BEF in particular, at a significant operational disadvantage.


Among the many BEF divisions rushed to Flanders to stem the German surge was the 1st Australian Division, which was pushed into the line piecemeal to block the direct route to Hazebrouck. Other BEF divisions had been falling back, fighting desperate delaying actions in a bid to slow the German advance. By the time the 1st Australian Division arrived on the front, it was, to all intents and purposes, the last line of defence for Hazebrouck. Much of the division’s experience and training to this point in time had focussed on the routine of holding the line, interspersed with short violent periods conducting deliberate offensive operations. In this battle the division would be thrust into a hasty defensive operation, in which the Australians’ understanding and application of the concerted use of all arms (in modern parlance ‘combined arms’) would serve them well. It would also become apparent that the Germans were not the only tactical innovators, and the fighting in Flanders would demonstrate the tactical competency of the BEF, including the Australian divisions. Moreover, the inherent weaknesses in the German offensive methodology would quickly become apparent, particularly in logistic support, while the BEF enjoyed an abundance of essential combat supplies, most notably ammunition.


This volume describes the action that became known as the Battle of the Lys, fought in April 1918. The battle is described from the perspective of the 1st Australian Division and focuses on its role in halting the German drive towards Hazebrouck during Operation Georgette. Though generally overlooked, this defensive action deserves much closer scrutiny if only because it was critical to the survival of the BEF and, more broadly, the Allied war effort in 1918. The Battle of the Lys should also be considered in the wider context of the German offensives of 1918, beyond the traditional preoccupation with the German advances during Operation Michael, which ultimately ended in failure. A clearer understanding of the performance of the BEF divisions during Operation Georgette provides a more balanced opportunity to reassess relative BEF and German performances at what was a decisive point in the First World War.




CHAPTER ONE


THE BUILD-UP


STRATEGIC BACKGROUND


By the close of 1917 the war on the Western Front had entered its fourth year and the protagonists had almost reached the limits of their endurance. The German Army had been battered by the British on the Somme in 1916 and again in the battles of 1917 despite the fact that the Germans had withdrawn to the Siegfried Stellung (known to the Allies as the Hindenburg Line) in February/March 1917. The French had suffered at Verdun in 1916, and the French Army was on the verge of a complete breakdown following the May offensive and the mutinies of 1917. The British too were war weary, with massive casualty lists — in common with every other army — and no reasonable end in sight, despite the enormous human and economic sacrifice and the tantalising glimmer of success at Cambrai in November 1917. Away from the Western Front the actions of two other players would have a strategic impact on the events of 1918. The Russians had made a separate peace with the Central Powers — Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire — with an armistice coming into effect on 15 December 1917 and the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk signed on 3 March 1918. This was potentially decisive, effectively freeing 48 German divisions for operational use in another theatre. Meanwhile, on 6 April 1917, the United States (US) declared war on Germany (also declaring war on the Austro-Hungarian Empire on 17 December 1917), placing fresh resources of manpower, money and materiel at the disposal of the Allies. However, it would take some time for the impact of these fresh troops to be felt on the Western Front.


At this point Germany might have deduced that, inevitably, the Allies would eventually win the war, and that a negotiated peace was preferable before the potentially decisive US intervention took effect. However, this was not a decision that was driven by politics, but rather by a military leadership which dominated the civil government of the country. The inevitable outcome of this constant political meddling by the military was the decreasing relevance of the civilian government. Bethmann Hollweg eventually resigned in July 1917, recognising the crippling erosion of his position and influence, particularly given disagreement over such policies as unrestricted submarine warfare. Replacement incumbents to the post had no greater strength or success in balancing the power and influence of the top echelons of the military which, in essence, not only directed the German armed forces, but also dictated German national strategy. General der Infanterie Erich Ludendorff arrived at Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL) from the Eastern Front in August 1916 to assume the appointment of First Quartermaster General. OHL was the top tier command headquarters for all German armed forces, and First Quartermaster General was not, as it might appear, a logistic appointment, but rather the title for the chief of staff and, effectively, deputy commander of all Germany’s armed forces. Ludendorff’s superior at OHL was Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg. From the assumption of their appointments, the duumvirate pushed for an increased mobilisation of Germany’s resources through the Hindenburg program which was designed to increase the production of critical armaments — machine-guns and artillery — and ammunition.
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Map 1. The Western Front, winter 1917/18. 


Thus it was OHL that would drive the decisions governing German actions in 1918. While there was no consensus among the most senior commanders on whether to prosecute a strategic offensive, strategic defensive or negotiated peace, two of the more prominent military commanders on the Western Front, Crown Princes William and Rupprecht, believed that military victory was no longer possible for Germany. Ludendorff, however, disagreed, adding that Germany’s only hope of victory lay in the offensive, and refusing to countenance the trading of Belgium as a component of peace discussions conducted in The Hague in February/March 1918. By March 1918, Allied intelligence estimates assessed German strength on the Western Front as 192 divisions against the 175 divisions of the Allies. The burgeoning impact of the US was still too small to be significant, so the timing of any offensive action would have to take advantage of this slim margin in favour of German forces. Even on the eve of the first German offensive — Operation Michael on 21 March 1918 — US Army strength in Europe was just seven divisions, only one of which was considered combat ready. The key question for Ludendorff was therefore simply a matter of where and when to commit Germany to a strategic offensive.


Ludendorff’s initial conference to determine the plan for the offensive was held on 11 November 1917 in the Belgian town of Mons. The principal attendees were General Hermann von Kuhl and Colonel von der Schulenberg, chiefs of staff to Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria and the German Crown Prince Groups of Armies respectively. Competing proposals were discussed, including a plan by Kuhl for an offensive in Flanders on a line from Bailleul to Hazebrouck designed to cut the British position in two, in a region where the British had little room to manoeuvre and were hemmed in by the coast to their north and west. The key limitation of this proposal was that the Lys River and surrounding country would be in flood until early April following the winter rains, significantly reducing the likelihood of successful offensive action. The conference was not expected to produce agreement on any specific proposal as the situation on the Eastern Front remained uncertain. Ludendorff’s summary at the end of the conference noted in particular: ‘Our general situation requires that we should strike at the earliest moment, if possible at the end of February or beginning of March, before the Americans can throw strong forces into the scale. We must beat the British.’


On 12 December 1918, just three days before the armistice between Germany and Russia came into effect, Lieutenant Colonel Wetzell (head of the Operations Section of the General Staff) submitted an important paper proposing key guidelines for a successful offensive. In his opening narrative he observed that: ‘We must bear in mind that in 1918 France will have a rested and strategically free Army, reinforced by Americans, and determined leaders, political, as well as military. The British will probably renew their attempts to obtain a decision in Flanders.’


Wetzell also noted that the objectives selected for the offensive must be achievable. In short, he suggested that an offensive against the French in the Verdun region would be the most decisive. However, if it was imperative to deal with the British first, then an attack in the direction of Hazebrouck had the greatest chance of success. He further observed that no single offensive was likely to succeed in achieving a breakthrough, but rather that a series of carefully sequenced offensives should be delivered, supported by the rapid transfer of troops and artillery and the massing of logistic resources behind each sector to be attacked. He assessed that any attack against the British should be completed in two stages, the first as a limited attack from the vicinity of St Quentin and along the Somme, designed to draw reserves south. Having set the conditions for success, the main effort offensive would be launched in Flanders towards Hazebrouck. While this appears strikingly similar to the German offensives of 1918, Wetzell’s proposals were, in fact, rejected, and ultimately the objectives, sequencing and timing of the German offensives were far more ad hoc, altered and reshaped as Ludendorff sought a decisive victory.


The second planning conference took place on 27 December 1917. While there was still no final decision, planning direction was given to the chiefs of staff who were tasked to complete detailed planning for offensive options including Hazebrouck (Operation Georg I), potentially to be combined with Ypres (Georg II), Arras (Mars) and St Quentin (Michael). Other options were also to be developed on a smaller scale for Verdun and Strasbourg. Ludendorff made his final decision on 21 January 1918. Following extensive consideration and a tour of the line, he decided to proceed with Michael as the main offensive, supplemented on the flanks by Mars (northern flank protection) and Archangel (southern flank protection). Preparations for Georg I and II would continue, to be ready for execution from the start of April 1918 should Michael fail. What was not clear was the consequence of that failure. A preliminary order was issued on 24 January 1918, followed by the final order on 10 March 1918. The order confirmed which offensive options were to be prepared, noting that Michael would be launched on 21 March 1918.


While the strategic objective to force Britain out of the war was commonly agreed and a decision had been reached on where to launch the opening offensive, there was no coherent operational plan. Ludendorff appears to have preferred to simply ‘wait and see’ with respect to the timing and location of other offensives. Broadly, he was fixated on a single, decisive offensive rather than the synergetic effect of multiple and sequenced offensives. No clear operational objectives were set for the offensives, and no clear planning for the sequencing of the operations appears to have been conducted. The sequencing of the operations was particularly important given the requirement for the Germans to move heavy artillery from one sector to another. The availability of artillery, in particular heavy guns, was fundamental to successful offensive action. Without these, offensive action was simply ineffective. Ludendorff was asked to set clear ground objectives for the offensive, but dismissed this with the retort, ‘In Russia we always merely set an intermediate objective, and then discovered where to go from there.’ In his memoirs he commented, ‘It was necessary to place tactical considerations above pure strategy. The latter was not feasible without tactical success. A strategy that disregards it, is condemned to failure from the start.’


While the German motive was to exploit a temporary, albeit far from overwhelming superiority, the Allies faced a different challenge. Since 1915 they had been driven by a strategic offensive policy to defeat Germany and her Central Power allies. However, at the end of 1917 the Allies had, of necessity, been forced into an operational pause, driven by a number of factors beyond their control.


The first of these was the loss of their Russian ally. Russia, having suffered defeat in the field and significant internal disorder at home, was propelled into ignominious surrender. An armistice with the Central Powers took effect on 15 December 1917 and the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed on 3 March 1918. It was this armistice that enabled the Germans to generate their temporary superiority.


The second major factor concerned the state of the French armies, the largest forces on the Western Front. France, which had carried the greatest burden on the Western Front, now succumbed to the long-term effects of the war. The 1917 offensive plan of the French Commander-in-Chief, General Robert Nivelle, had been touted as delivering the decisive blow that would turn the tide in favour of the Allies. However, it had proved largely ineffective, other than adding to the cumulative battle stress of the French Army as a whole. Having placed so much hope in Nivelle’s claims of success, the dismal achievements and heavy casualties shattered the morale of the front-line soldiers. As news spread of the Russian revolution of March 1917 with its implication of the collapse of the Eastern Front, disquiet within the ranks of the French poilu grew. In May 1917 mutiny swept through the French Army units and formations, with 49 of the 113 French divisions reporting mutinous behaviour, mostly in the infantry regiments which had borne the greatest burden of frontline duty. Nivelle was removed and replaced by Philippe Pétain. The mutinies were among the best kept and closely guarded secrets of the First World War. Even Haig was kept in the dark, briefed at the time, but never made aware of the full effect on the French Army. Pétain’s challenge was now to rebuild the morale of his army while maintaining a defensive posture against the Germans. For the moment, it seemed the offensive capability of the French Army was all but spent.


Fortunately for the Allies in general, and the French in particular, there was relief on the horizon. The US had entered the war on 6 April 1917, although the full impact of US forces and resources would not become apparent until later in 1918, by which time Germany’s temporary superiority would have been negated. For the latter half of 1917, until the US Army had been sufficiently trained and blooded in battle, the only Allied nation with an army capable of offensive action was Britain. The BEF had achieved some success against the Germans in 1917 — at Messines, Third Ypres and Cambrai — and, with the close of 1917, Haig remained determined to maintain pressure on the Germans by resuming offensive operations in Flanders. On 17 October 1917 he wrote: ‘I am decidedly of [the] opinion that the British efforts should again be concentrated on the Flanders front . . . In my opinion there is no other part of the Western Front where such great strategical results are obtainable by the forces available next year.’


However, a number of factors contrived to thwart his intent, not least of which was the collapse of Russia and the mutiny of elements of the French Army. Such was the disarray within the ranks of the French that Pétain declared he could not contemplate an offensive before August 1918, arguing that the British should relieve the Sixth French Army, thus assuming responsibility for a greater length of the front. Coupled with this, at the end of October 1917, Haig was directed to send six divisions (although ultimately only five were despatched) to Italy to bolster the front following the German breakthrough at Caporetto. On 15 November Haig declared that the deployment of divisions to Italy would make an offensive in the spring of 1918 impossible. To compound his manpower problems, Haig was also short of reinforcements for his depleted divisions. On 24 November 1917 he advised the British government that, without additional reinforcements, he would be forced to break up 15 divisions to bring the remainder up to strength.


In fact, there was no shortage of reinforcements in Britain. Indeed, on 1 January 1918 there were some 38,225 British officers and 607,403 soldiers available for duty. A draft of just 150,000 men would have brought the BEF divisions back to full strength. At the time it was widely assumed that the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, kept Haig starved of reinforcements to prevent him taking the offensive following the enormous casualties at Passchendaele in late 1917. However, in reality, it was the Army Council that retained these men in Britain rather than the politicians. The Council’s reasoning was based on such factors as the concealment of numbers from the enemy and the requirement to preserve a force against the perceived threat of a German invasion. With no reinforcements forthcoming, Haig was forced to reorganise the BEF and make up the shortfalls from within his own resources. To this end, divisions were reduced from 12 to nine infantry battalions so that the same number of divisions could be maintained; however the corollary was that the same divisional output was expected, but with fewer units and men to achieve it. This reorganisation resulted in the break-up of 141 battalions over the winter of 1917–18. Without the means to launch an offensive Haig was forced onto the defensive while Britain awaited the arrival of the much-anticipated US reinforcements.


THE GERMAN ARMY ON THE EVE OF THE OFFENSIVES


The Germans were aware that their numerical superiority over the Allies prior to the arrival of the American Expeditionary Force on the Western Front provided a fleeting opportunity for victory. With an estimated 950,000 replacements available in depots in Germany, the German commanders could expect to receive 112,000 reinforcements per month until the end of July 1918. Thereafter the rate would fall to 60,000 per month, including men who had recovered from wounds. However the enormous numbers of reinforcements available only told part of the story. Germany was now critically short of other vital resources, particularly horses, which provided the essential mobility for an army to advance. Horses were crucial, not just to move guns, but more importantly the ammunition for those guns, as well as other types of ammunition to meet the requirements of the infantry. Vehicular transport was also in short supply, with just 30,000 to 40,000 vehicles available to the German Army by 1918. By the end of 1917, the German armies in the west were 43,000 horses short of the total requirement of 690,000, needing 15,000 per month to make up for losses. As a consequence, only a select number of divisions were provided their full establishment, and these tended to be the better divisions of the German Army. Some 14,500 horses were transported from the Eastern to the Western Front in March 1918, effectively immobilising 13 German divisions in the east.


The evolution in German defensive doctrine had led to a tiered ranking of divisions. From the second half of 1917 two distinct types of division were emerging: the line-holding (or trench) divisions known as Stellungsdivisionen and divisions held in operational reserve for major counter-attacks, known as Angriffsdivisionen. It was these Angriffsdivisionen which tended to have more complete establishments, particularly in terms of horses.
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German Army horse-drawn supply column, France, March 1918. The German Army relied heavily on the horse for mobility during the 1918 offensives (AWM H13241).


In preparation for the offensives, the Germans phased a withdrawal of 56 divisions from the line to undergo special preparation training. Training occurred in a variety of locations, including Russia, Rumania and behind the Western Front at Valenciennes and Sedan. Training was supervised by experienced officers and included three weeks of divisional manoeuvres. Ludendorff envisaged these divisions executing, en masse, the storm troop tactics which had been developed over the previous years of the war. The doctrine for these new tactics was published on 1 January 1918 in a manual entitled The Attack in Position Warfare (Der Angriff im Stellungskrieg). The manual incorporated lessons from the recent fighting at Cambrai in November-December 1917, in which 22 German divisions had employed their innovative storm troop tactics to restore the line following the equally innovative attack by the BEF. This doctrine espoused the use of two principal phases. The first was a carefully choreographed attack against the enemy’s prepared positions, centrally controlled and supported by detailed planning. The second phase comprised a relentless pursuit of a disorganised enemy, robbing him of time to regroup. This phase relied on the initiative of commanders on the spot and control was decentralised. The immediate objective was to penetrate deep into the enemy’s lines and reach his artillery positions. Enemy strongpoints were to be masked and bypassed to isolate them, the aim to shatter the cohesion of the defensive position.


Coordination between infantry and artillery was considered fundamental to success. The prime purpose of artillery was neutralisation rather than destruction. The guns must move forward to support the infantry with ammunition hauled forward in concert with the attack. Momentum was to be maintained by avoiding echelon changes; units were expected to continue the attack mercilessly, keeping the enemy off balance. Successive echelons were to be ‘interpolated between other attack divisions’ to spread the chaos in the enemy’s rear. For the purpose of a limited counter-attack these principles for managing echelons worked well, as the objective was not likely to be too deep behind the enemy’s line. Considering the deep penetration envisaged by Ludendorff however, successive echelons would, under normal conditions, need to conduct a forward passage of lines — that is, a fresh, rear-echelon division passing through the front-line division to continue the attack — if the momentum was to be maintained. However, as a consequence of the policy of keeping divisions in the line and inserting fresh divisions alongside them, the combat power of German divisions during the offensive was often fatally eroded. By contrast, Allied doctrine directed echelon changes to be effected to enable the attack to be maintained by fresh troops.
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