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    Foreword

    

    During the final months of World War I, tanks created a new combat arm. The combination of field fortifications and rapid firing weapons had stalled the ground troops for four years. The defense had the balance of power when the first combination of gasoline power and armor began to overrun the machine gun nests and help the infantry forward for the decisive attacks.

    The lesson is plain to us now, but even after the success of the Allied effort in 1918 there were many wise students of war who overlooked the potentialities as well as the proven capabilities of the clumsy-looking new weapon. They remembered the trenches only. The tendency toward static warfare exemplified in the Maginot Line persisted except in the minds of a few soldiers whose imagination could reach far into the future. These latter realized that in warfare a new offensive was on the way.

    Fortunately for the United States we had our share of such prophetic soldiers. Despite peacetime inertia and limited appropriations, they tapped rich wells of American tactical and technological genius and began to make their ideas realities. (Foremost among these men was Lieutenant General Daniel Van Voorhis, the “Grandfather of the American Armored Force,” and Major General Adna R. Chaffee, the “Father of the American Armored Force.”)

    The problem of tank development did not escape the attention of a few patriotic people who spent both their time and money in order to produce better equipment. Outstanding among these men was the forward-looking inventor, Mr. J. Walvi ter Christie, who was responsible for increasing the power and speed of our tanks.

    In the final decisive operations of World War II, the Armored Force fulfilled the expectations of those who knew American armor from its infancy. In the rapid advance across France, the thrusts against the Rhine and the race across Germany, armor played a predominant part and established itself without question as a power on the battlefield.


    Gen. Jacob L. Devers, USA
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    CHAPTER ONE

    

    Monster of Cambrai

    I

    When the first British tanks lurched across No Man’s Land toward the astonished Germans on that historic day, September 15, 1916, during the Battle of the Somme, they surprised both friend and foe alike. Their appearance was hailed with enthusiasm by the Allied press, and with consternation by the German General Staff. Yet the idea of an armored vehicle in war was far from new. As far back as the twelfth century B. C., a resourceful Chinese Emperor had employed carts armored with leather, and the amazing Leonardo da Vinci, in 1482, had designed and built an armored car which in appearance resembled a Chinese coolie’s hat on wheels but for which he outlined tactics “surprisingly modern.” Some two centuries later a famous Frenchman was beguiled by the same idea. It was in 1756 that Voltaire presented to the Duc de Richelieu his plan for a horsedrawn, armored wagon to be used to fight the Prussians. In practically every age, someone has suggested an armored vehicle.

    To the English Army officer, Colonel, later General, Ernest D. Swinton, however, goes the credit for conceiving the first modern tank. This officer, stationed with British General Headquarters in France, had watched movement go out of war in 1914, when the machine gun had driven soldiers into the trenches and pinned them down. He had also observed the futility of mere artillery attempts to break the stalemate. To him, as to countless other military men, it looked as if the Germans and the Allies might well remain in the trenches until they all had long gray beards, unless—. An idea suddenly came to him. In his worried peregrinations behind the Allied lines he had frequently watched with interest the seemingly indestructible little American-made Holt caterpillar tractors sloshing powerfully through French mud that was impassable to ordinary wheeled vehicles. Why couldn’t these tractors be armed and armored, and sent out across No Man’s Land to destroy the guns that had stopped the doughboys?

    Granted leave in October, 1914, he scurried home across the English Channel, to present his plan to a superior officer, who, in turn, laid the proposal before the Committee of Imperial Defense. Among the members of this committee was Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, who viewed the new idea with much enthusiasm. He found himself, however, a minority of one in favor of the plan, which was shelved with cool indifference by the high-ranking brass hats of the committee. In vain Swinton continued to knock at the doors of England’s leaders with salesmanlike persistence, until his leave was up and he was forced to return to France. His plan had been rejected by some of the country’s greatest, including Lord Kitchener, Prime Minister Asquith, Sir Percy Scott, General Scott-Moncrieff, who declared such a vehicle as Swinton proposed would be wrecked by enemy artillery before it could be brought into action.

    Yet the rude espousals of the colonel proved not to be without good result, for it was only a few months later—February 24, 1915, to be exact—that his idea for a tractored armored vehicle was adopted, not by the British War office, for whose benefit he had evolved the plan, but by the British Navy. Though outvoted by the defense committee, Winston Churchill had continued to advocate Swinton’s proposal by directing persistent notes to all quarters of the government. When the response proved lukewarm, however, and the War Office, after feebly experimenting with two Holt tractors, officially abandoned the idea, Churchill took the bit between his teeth and organized his own committee in the Navy to develop the track-laying armored vehicle. To silence the criticism of any sticklers who might object that tractors were never meant to sail the seven seas, he dubbed his organization the “Landships Committee” and appointed Tennyson d’Eyncourt, a naval designer, as chairman. It is because of this naval origin that our tankmen of today still refer to the parts of their vehicle in such nautical terms as deck. bow, superstructure, hatch, and hull.

    While the War Office was officially unapprised of the unorthodox experiments being conducted by the Navy’s indomnitable Lord of the Admiralty, unofficially scores of British Army officers acquired stiff necks from peeping over the fence into the Navy’s backyard. After several months of such uncomfortable and highly undignified rubbernecking from the sidelines, the War Office sheepishly invited Colonel Swinton to come back from France to explain his scheme more fully, while they communicated with the Admiralty and suggested that the two join hands in the venture. Both suggestions were accepted with alacrity, though by this time the tank’s English godfather had departed the Admiralty because of the failure in the Dardenelles of another of his plans.

    For many months of 1915, the common effort produced little but headaches, quarrels, and confusion. Experimental vehicles proved too big, too short, too clumsy, and mechanically deficient. Tracks sagged and came off the rollers. Test after test resulted in failure. Committee members were at odds with each other, while brass hats again began to lose interest. The British Engineer-in-Chief permitted himself to remark: “Before considering the proposal, we should descend from the realm of imagination to solid facts”, and Lord Kitchener sneered at what he termed “a pretty, mechanical toy”.

    It is a singularly heartening fact that the design finally agreed upon was a product not only of combined army and navy efforts, but of international ingenuity as well. Utilizing the gasoline engine invented by the Germans and the caterpillar tractor developed by the United States, to which they added armor and armament, the British War Office and Admiralty produced a weapon which forever altered the course of combat. The tank was finished on January 26, 1916, a little more than a year from the time the idea was first presented by Colonel Swinton. Nine months later it made its debut on the field of battle.

    Known variously as the Wilson Machine, Big Willie, Mother, or His Majesty’s Land Ship Centipede, the vehicle was produced in two sexes: the female, weighing 30 tons; the male, 31. They were both 32 feet 6 inches long; the male was 11 feet wide, while the female, appropriately enough, was wider in the beam, being three inches broader than her mate. The male tank carried two 6-pounder naval guns and four machine guns, while the female tank, as befitted the weaker sex, was more lightly armed with machine guns only, six in number. The maximum speed was 3.7 miles an hour, and gas tank capacity 53 gallons, sufficient for the vehicle to travel 12 miles; but since the tank was to be fighting with foot infantry, this was considered fast enough and far enough for it to travel.

    Following a successful test, a hundred and fifty of the machines were built. These offspring of “Mother” were christened “Mark I’s” and began the “Mark” tank series, some 2,700 of which were manufactured by England during the war. In 1917, a light 15-ton tank called the Whippet was developed. Two hundred of these machines, capable of 8.3 miles an hour, were produced.

    In a plot that would have done credit to a Hollywood grade B spy thriller, the name of “tank” was acquired for the armored vehicle and the secret of its existence preserved until its appearance at the Somme. In building the experimental model preceding “Mother”, shop orders had been divided, the chassis being built in one part of the plant and labeled “Demonstration and Instructional Chassis” for the Royal Marines, the hull being built in another part of the plant and described as a “water carrier for Mesopotamia”. Workmen nicknamed it “that tank thing”. When the time came to go into production on the first vehicles, the secret became even more precarious and important. One 30-ton monster had been difficult enough to conceal. How could a hundred such elephantine carcasses be hidden from both friendly and enemy prying eyes. Swinton and his colleagues were no prestidigitators; yet they managed the trick very well. It was decided to carry out the idea of the water carrier originally used on the experimental model. Quantities of machinery and war materiel were daily being made and shipped to Russia, and, under the guise of water carriers destined for Russia, the hulking armored vehicles would be built. The word “Tank” was adopted as the official name for the supposed water carriers, and some of the hulls were even labeled in Russian characters “Petrograd with care”.1

    How surprised this little group of British machinators would have been, however, had they been able, in those early months of 1916, to peer through the windows of the workroom of the French company, Schneider et Cie, across the Channel! For there, behind closed shutters, an armored tracklaying vehicle much like their own, though smaller by half, was in the making. Ideas are no respecters of national boundaries or copyrights. They come to every one. In the fall of 1914, the same American Holt caterpillar tractors that had served as the touch-stone for Swinton’s tank ideas had similarly served the French officer, Colonel (later General) Baptiste Estienne.

    Twice the French colonel suggested his ideas to General Headquarters, only to be ignored. A year went by which brought no change in the stalemate on the Western Front. Neither side had moved from the protection of their muddy, bleak trenches. The machine gun still remained king of the battle-field. The colonel decided to try once more, and on December 1, 1915, he addressed a letter to the top man, General Joffre himself. In his communication he described the kind of machine he believed necessary and asked permission to go to Paris to get the work started. The moment proved propitious; the general acquiesced. Twelve days later Colonel Estienne was on his way to interview M. Renault. When this automobile mag-nate reacted with an undisguised lack of enthusiasm, Estienne at once repaired to the office of M Brillié of the rival automotive firm, Schneider and Company. M. Brillié needed no persuasion; he had long been convinced of the feasibility of such a vehicle. Through the combined efforts of the two men, a week later the project was under way, and in two months production of 400 Schneider tanks began. They weighed 15 tons, went 5 miles an hour, were armed with one short 75mm gun and two machine guns, and were the first French tanks in action.

    Simultaneously, production began on the French St. Chamond tank, sponsored by M. Bréton, Undersecretary of State for Inventions, who felt his protégé was far superior to the Schneider. This was a heavier tank, weighing 25 tons and carrying one 75mm gun and four machine guns.

    While the British had begun tank development a year sooner than the French, they had squandered many months in red tape and quarrels. Thus it came about that Britain’s first tanks were ordered at almost the same time as the French. Such was the secrecy surrounding the work on both sides of the Channel, however, that not until June, 1916, did they discover each other’s activities. Estienne immediately hurried to England to view a demonstration of the Mark. The upshot of his visit was a suggestion to both governments that they cooperate in launching a surprise joint offensive with thousands of tanks. This advice was tossed overboard when the British attacked alone at the Somme, with a mere handful of Marks.

    Upon his return to Paris, Estienne once again visited M. Renault, and this time succeeded in persuading the auto man to manufacture light tanks. During 1916, 1917, and 1918, five thousand of these tanks, named Renault, were built. They weighed 7.4 tons, could go 6 miles an hour, and carried one 37mm gun or one machine gun and a crew of two.

    The United States entered the war the same month the French first used their tanks in action and seven months after the first British tank attack. It would be gratifying to record that soon American tanks were pouring off the assembly lines and being rushed to the Front in thousands. But the plain facts of history are that at the war’s end twenty-six American tanks had been built, and none had arrived overseas.

    The idea of armoring and arming a tractor was first conceived in this country late in 1915 by Cleve F. Shaffer, a San Franciscan inventor and manufacturer of a small orchard tractor. He offered his plans to the German consul in that city. When this worthy Teuton summarily rejected them on the grounds that his country had no use for such equipment to win the war, he was echoing the official attitude of the entire German General Staff toward tanks. Of the consul’s decision Colonel Icks remarks in Tanks, “Its cheapness and the fact that it was already in production would have made it possible to equip the German Army with thousands of these little one-man tanks and easily might have influenced the course of the war.

    Though prior to our declaration of war in April, 1917, several experimental models of tanks had been built by American companies, the Army possessed none. The War Department’s official attitude was expressed by the American Military Mission in Paris, which, after observing the disappointing performance of tanks through 1916 and the early months of 1917, declared them to be a failure. When General Pershing arrived in France in 1917, he ordered a restudy of tanks, which resulted in a recommendation to organize American tank troops and to equip them with tanks built like the British heavy Marks and the French light Renaults. Though the Allied position was grave and the need for immediate assistance acute, there ensued another shillyshallying delay of six months in adopting the plan. Then, on January 26, 1918, the American Tank Corps suddenly came to life. Plump, marshmallowy Colonel S. D. Rockenbach was appointed the Chief, while Major George S. Patton was chosen to organize and direct the Tank Center at Langres, France. A treaty with England, providing for America to build Mark VIII’s, (a miniature of which became the collar emblem of America’s tankmen in 1940), and an agreement with France, arranging for the production of modified Renaults in this country, were executed. War plans were out-lined which called for 23,405 tanks; and an appropriation of $175,000,000 was approved to pay for them.

    The race was on but no course had been set, and the runners scattered in all directions. The A.E.F. had one set of arrangements; government agencies in the United States, various others. Meanwhile, a dozen private corporations embarked upon their own tank designs, ignoring the fact that tried and proven English and French designs were available. Henry Ford began work on a 2-ton, 3-man, and a 3-man, 7.5-ton tank. Holt Tractor and General Electric collaborated on a gas-electric model. Endicott and Johnson, shoe manufacturers, financed a tank-mounted flame thrower developed by an Army engineer. The Pioneer Tractor Company of Winona, Minnesota, contrived an ingenious machine out of iron pipe with standard plumbing connections. It was designated “Skeleton” Tank, and is very likely still rattling around in the company’s closet.

    Not until the fall of 1918, on the eve of the war’s end, was a tank coordinator appointed to unsnarl the tangle. But then it was too late. Millions of dollars and invaluable time had been squandered, with a mere 26 tanks, none in Europe, to show for it. When American tankmen rode into battle in machines lent by the Allies, the pride of “the greatest industrial nation in the world” was humbled in the dust.

    II

    “Every tank is to do its damndest.” With this simple sentence a tank commander signaled his only order to his fleet in one of the most important battles of World War I. Brave words, in the best military tradition of Wellington and Marlborough, but scarcely adequate to meet the exigencies of a new mechanized warfare. That the tank survived the mishandling and mechanical defects of the World War I model is due more to the farsightedness of a few men than to its performance in combat.

    The battle plan of the Somme, in which tanks were first used, called for them to reach their first objective five minutes ahead of the infantry to demolish the strong points of resistance that lay in their path. Forty-nine tanks only were available for the attack. These were divided into four groups and assigned to different army corps. Ten other tanks, unfit for action because of mechanical troubles, constituted the reserve. Of the forty-nine tanks, seventeen broke down or were stuck before they even reached the line of departure; nine more broke down at the line; another nine were unable to get started in time to leave with the infantry to which they were assigned; and five bogged down during the attack. Nine lonely tanks completed their mission. The only reason the attack was not a complete failure lay in the demoralizing effect the new machine had on the startled German troops.

    Though the British and French used tanks in action a dozen times more in the succeeding year, their unimpressive performance led the British War Office to declare officially that tanks were a failure. In the battle of Arras, which was fought on April 9, 1917, the British statement was not disproved. When the required number of tanks for the attack were not found in France, instructional centers were stripped of training vehicles. This improvised fleet was again broken up into small groups and scattered over a long front line area. What tanks did not break down because of inner complaints succumbed to bad weather and boggy ground, and the infantry, trained to work with them, was forced to go forward alone.

    Next day at Bullecourt the tanks did nothing to redeem themselves. Assigned to support the Aussies in assaulting Bulle-court, they started out in a blinding snowstorm. By its nature, the tank is a relatively blind animal even in good weather. With their visibility even more limited by the snow, the tanks at Bullecourt were as helpless as eyeless elephants. Their pace was so slow that they failed to reach their positions at the appointed time, and the Aussies had to retreat with heavy casualties. For many months thereafter, the soldiers from Down Under regarded tanks in the same category as Germans.

    The Allies, however, were not alone in viewing pessimistically the performance of the new vehicle. Before the Allied venture the German High Command had rejected experimental models of tanks on the grounds of their impracticability, and even after the first British surprise tank attack, though they instituted a study of the possibilities of the new weapon in response to urgent demands from the Chief of the General Staff in the Field, they remained somewhat dubious of its value. Nevertheless, several experimental models of a fairly satisfactory design were developed, and it was decided to proceed with their manufacture in quantity. Labor and material shortages, strikes, and transportation difficulties, as well as the lack of whole-hearted support of the program by the High Command, conspired to delay production, however, and as a result only a handful of German tanks were completed and operating on the front at the war’s end. Altogether, the Germans used 45 tanks in action, the majority of which were captured and reconditioned British Mark IV’s and Medium A’s.

    More successful was the enemy in developing antitank measures. It was the practice of the Allies to precede their tank attacks with an artillery bombardment, thereby giving the Germans ample warning of their intentions. When the tanks thereafter appeared before the German lines, they were often met with a hot reception. Most effective antitank weapon was the German artillery, which was thorough and deadly, while the slowness and clumsiness of the tank made it an almost perfect target. The Germans were not long in observing that trenches were a natural tank trap. When they began to dig wider ones, crossing them in a tank became even more difficult and hazardous. French Schneiders and St. Chamonds became the principal victims of this device. With uncanny accuracy, German riflemen soon ferreted out vulnerable chinks in tank armor, and bullet splash, when hot lead entered the vehicle through cracks and openings, blinded and wounded countless hundreds of tankmen. Track exploders and mines were not long in making their appearance, while gas barrages, declared one British officer, had defeated his crew. “When it drifted toward us and began to seep into our bus, we were handicapped and handcuffed. Then I began to vomit, violently, endlessly, and I didn’t care a cuss what happened to me.”

    Life in a tank became not only dangerous but downright suicidal, and it was not long before the tank acquired the unen-viable reputation of being a “coffin on wheels”. When the Germans discovered the vulnerability of the fuel tank, the tank too often became a “flaming coffin”.

    Nevertheless, despite the dark fame and gloomy performances attending the wake of the tank, the new vehicle continued to be used, and on November 20, 1917, there occurred a bright day in tank history. It was described thus twelve years later by Adna R. Chaffee, an American tank officer who was trying to persuade the U.S. Army of the importance of an armored force:

    “Three hundred and eighty-one tanks were concentrated behind the front of the British Army at Cambrai. At 6:20 o’clock on the morning of the 20th, they jumped off without the preliminary artillery bombardment which had preceded all other tank attacks, and succeeded in surprising the enemy. Their attack went through five miles. However, British GHQ had so little faith in the idea and had lost so many of its men in its offensive campaign in the mud of Ypres that they had no adequate force to take advantage of the penetration. Two cavalry divisions were available to exploit the success, but they were inadequate to the task, for the breach was not wide enough to permit the passage of horsemen through the concentration of fire which fell upon the gap . . . This was the real birth of the tank . . .”

    In the battle, conditions favorable to tanks had prevailed. The terrain had been suitable, the weather good, and the enemy surprised. Though seven days later, the British had lost practically all of their gains, tanks emerged from the fight in renewed favor, reviving the drooping spirits of tank proponents and giving pause to doubters. The staid British War Office did a quick about face and began to push the production of tanks instead of discouraging it, while General Pershing delayed no longer but summoned Rockenbach to France to organize the American Tank Corps.

    On Germany’s “blackest day of the war”, August 8th, 1918, the entire British Tank Corps in France—excepting the 1st Brigade—was engaged at the battle of Amiens. In the attack, tanks played a dual role—supporting the infantry by knocking out machine gun nests and assisting the cavalry in exploiting the breakthrough, some tanks being assigned the new job of carrying machine gun crews and their weapons to aid the cavalry in holding objectives until the arrival of infantry. Because the heat and ventilation of the tanks were so bad, however, most of the crews got out and walked to their destination, preferring not to be asphyxiated en route. In accordance with the lesson learned at Cambrai, no artillery bombardment preceded the attack, which went forward seven and a half miles on the first day. But the Tank Corps paid dearly for the success. On that day too tanks were lost to artillery fire, and at the end of four days 70 percent of the tanks were out of action.

    Yankee tankers mounted in French machines were baptized by fire in the American show at St. Mihiel on September 12, 1918. Consisting of two battalions, the 344th and 345th, and two groups totaling 24 tanks, the 304th American Tank Brigade, commanded by George Patton, entered the fight in support of the Fourth Corps under General Dickman. Zero hour was set for 5 A.M. A drizzling rain and mist cloaked the movement of the American doughboys as they went over the top. Tanks of the 344th chugged ahead, cutting barbed wire and clearing the path, while tanks of the 345th clanked and wheezed in the rear. Action proceeded according to plan until the first German trench was reached, when large numbers of tanks became stuck. Precious time was lost getting them out, and even more precious gallons of fuel. By three o’clock, the tanks were out of gas, necessitating an unexpected refueling. Total casualties at the end of the day: Of the 174 tanks that started, 23 were ditched, 21 broke down with mechanical troubles, 5 were destroyed by shells and mines. Total bag of prisoners for the tanks—40. Tank history at St. Mihiel shows the brigade stopped in its tracks on succeeding days by mud, lack of fuel, road congestion, and mechanical failures. To the everlasting glory of the American doughboy on foot went the credit for the victory. They bagged 16,000 prisoners and 450 German guns and regained in four days a region held by the enemy for four years.

    In the Meuse-Argonne offensive, which began six days later, what remained of the 304th Brigade was assigned to support only a portion of the I Corps line, inasmuch as headquarters deemed much of the proposed battle area too rough and shell torn for tank operations. When intense machine gun resistance was encountered, however, tanks were ordered into action in even the most difficult terrain. The great tragedy lay in the too few tanks available. As the battle progressed, more and more of the tanks were disabled, for which there were no replacements. It was about this time that General Pershing offered “anything in the A.E.F. for 500 additional tanks”. When the war ended a month and a half later, every vehicle in the brigade was in the last stages of disintegration, and the personnel riddled with casualties.

    By the fall of 1918, the laboratory of war had wrought many changes in Britain’s hulking monster of 1916. To neutralize German antitank bullets, tanks wore thicker coats of armor and fire-proof felt packing in their joints to lessen bullet splash. To cross trenches, they carried 1.5-ton portable bridges called fascines. Tracks were wider, and ventilation improved. Cruising radius of the tank was 40 miles instead of 12, and speeds had increased from 3.7 to 6.5 miles an hour.

    As to its behavior on the battlefield, a somewhat stuffy code of ethics ruled its conduct. The infantry was the Queen of Battle, and never must the tank forget its subordinate position as handmaiden to the Queen. In combat, it was a ward of the Queen’s generals. “An infantry would be dishonored,” declared French protocol, “who would subordinate its advance to that of the tanks.”2 Despite such stern pronouncements, however, on May 31, 1918, the elephantine servant of the Queen committed a serious breach of etiquette. In the heat of battle at Ploissy-Chazelle she lost her head and bounded out to the objective far in advance of the infantry. When royal generals were apprised of the treasonous deed, they ordered the tanks back to escort the infantry forward. That such tactics gave aid and comfort to enemy artillery fire and lost impressive gains was of secondary importance to the honor of the Queen.

    The seeds of revolution were stirring, however, in the noisy, teeming Central Workshops in France. There, too late to get in World War I, an experimental tank had been built by a young British major that could go thirty miles an hour. Could such a machine ever be tied down to the pace of an ordinary foot soldier?

    III

    “When war is over, the country at large thinks no more of the means and methods of making war. Its object is to lick its wounds and recover its loss in life and money. The natural tendency is to put aside the weapons with which the last war has been fought as the main supply for the next.” Thus wryly observed A.E.F. Colonel Adna Romanza Chaffee who, ten years later, became America’s leading exponent of an armored force.

    To no other vehicle of war could Chaffee’s statement be more truly applied than to tanks, which were strictly a wartime vehicle. Trucks, automobiles, motorcycles, ships and airplanes continued to pour off the assembly lines in large quantities, but not tanks. With the signing of the Armistice, all public interest in armored, tracklaying vehicles ceased. Moreover, military opinion itself was divided on the value of tanks in war. How could one include in cut-and-dried war plans a vehicle that had a tendency to break down when it was most needed and to outrun the infantry when it was in good condition? In view of such undependable conduct, the General Staff was understandably reluctant to include in a threadbare army budget money for a comparatively new and expensive vehicle at a time when the entire army was notoriously underpaid. A report submitted to Congress in 1919 showed that junior officers were receiving $3.00 less per day than stevedores in New York Harbor, while the pay scale of other ranks was correspondingly low. As a result, the regular ranks of the Army were being decimated by an epidemic of resignations of officers who could not support their families on military salaries in the face of spiraling costs of living. “And those who have resigned,” sighed General Peyton March, Chief of Staff, “are men of high initiative, force, energy, and self-reliance—military qualities which the Army can ill afford to lose.” Thus sorely beset by a variety of vexing problems, the War Department was too occupied to worry about tanks.

    For the next year and a half, however, the U.S. Tank Corps under Rockenbach continued feebly to endure. Then, on June 4, 1920, under the provisions of the National Defense Act, which reorganized the entire army, the Tank Corps was abolished, and its equipment and personnel inherited by a somewhat indifferent infantry arm. Its equipment consisted of tanks that had been started during the war but not finished until 1919: 1,000 6-Ton M1917’s (American-copied Renaults), which went 5.5 miles an hour maximum and required incessant repairs from the day they left the factory until they were junked; 100 Mark VIII’s, modeled after the British Mark series, which went 6.5 miles an hour but were so unreliable that Maj. C. C. Benson, tank equipment expert, said: “Its vibration is so great that engine bolts must be tightened after each three hours of running time”; and 15 Ford baby 3-ton tanks, which could go 8 miles an hour but which were so small inside that even a crew of two was cramped. With the exception of ten experimental models, all unsatisfactory, these were the only tanks possessed by the United States Army until 1930.

    The battalions of the Corps were broken up into companies and assigned to infantry divisions; others later formed tank “groups”; and still others became inactive. The tank school was taken over by the Chief of Infantry and located at Fort George G. Meade, Maryland. Here for the next decade, tank doctrine, based on the characteristics of the maladroit Mark and the rheumatoid Renault, taught each successive class of officers and men that the tank was a purely infantry weapon to be used in intimate support of foot infantry battalions in the assault. Except by an embattled few, notably Adna Chaffee, Major Sereno Brett, and Major R. E. Jones of the three iron horse-men, Jones, Rarey and Icks, no independent force of massed tanks, based on a future fast new vehicle, was envisioned.

    In England, General J. F. C. Fuller almost singlehandedly rescued the Royal Tank Corps from extinction. The English High Command in 1919, declared this famed English tank expert, did its utmost to abolish the tank altogether, and “undoubtedly would have succeeded but for the strong opposition on the part of myself, supported by a few progressively minded soldiers. After four years of toil, we succeeded in saving three cadre tank battalions out of the thirty-five either in existence or being raised when the war ended. Five years later, that is in 1923, the first new post-war tank—the Vickers Medium— was produced in small numbers (l00), to remain for sixteen years the sole medium machine in the British Army.”3

    As in the United States, tank development in the French Army was entrusted to the infantry in the postwar period. Tank tactics were based entirely upon the use of the tank as a close support weapon of the foot soldier. In 1919, General Petain declared in an official bulletin “Infantry will in fifty years time perhaps be carried in tanks”, but “for the present the tank is an infantry arm working in the midst of infantry”. Light World War Renaults constituted the bulk of French tanks until the late 30’s. The only other tanks produced during that time were some two dozen heavies, ranging in weight from seventy tons to one hundred forty-four tons, and scarcely able to move. These latter tanks were designed, according to another official pronouncement of Petain, to progress “over country which is shell torn or has long been organized for defense in front of infantry, in order to make paths for it and to facilitate the crossing of the light tanks.” Thus the top military chief of France visualized the war of the future beginning where World War I ended—in the trenches—and he continued to hold these views when the Germans were knocking at the doors of France with their armored fists twenty years later.

    The irony of the defeat of Germany was that her weakness became her strength. By the Treaty of Versailles, Germany was forbidden to manufacture tanks. Thus while the Allies were encumbered throughout the period following the war with thousands of obsolete tanks which a starvation budget did not permit them to junk, the Germans were free to evolve tank tactics to suit their purposes and later to build the tanks to fit them. When Hitler abrogated the peace treaty in 1933 and Germany began to rearm, mass production was immediately begun on a speedy new tank which formed the spearhead of Germany’s blitzkrieg plans.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER TWO

    

    The Gasoline Brigade

    I

    Ten years after the appearance of the first Mark tanks at the Somme, the British again made tank history. At the instigation of certain tank-minded officers who foresaw mechanized warfare in the future, an experimental force composed of tanks and armored cars had been organized, and in the summer of 1927 this unique outfit, the only one of its kind in the world, had been assembled at Aldershot, England, to demonstrate what it could do.

    Present at one of the maneuvers was the U.S. Secretary of War, Dwight Davis, who was visiting in England. Though the Experimental Mechanized Force was less than one year old and a crude and makeshift affair, nevertheless what Davis saw that day at Aldershot convinced him that the United States needed a similar organization. His orders to the Chief of Staff upon his return to this country, directing that such action be taken, forever altered the development of tanks in America. Proceeding through routine military channels, the Chief of Staff, General Charles P. Summerall, obeyed the instructions of the Secretary by dispatching to G-3 a little pink slip on which was written, “Organize a Mechanized Force. C.P.S.”

    It is doubtful if any more challenging task has ever been dumped into U.S. military laps during an interlude of peace, and the reaction of the officers of the various arms who constituted G-3 was mixed. Most of them were aware of tanks only as rather smelly, unmilitary monsters belonging to the infantry. Few had ever ridden in one, or desired to do so. And all they knew about a mechanized force had been gleaned from rather sparse accounts of the crazy English experiment in the service journals. Yet if the chief wanted them to pull a mechanized force out of the hat for him, that they must do. Like good soldiers they set about the task.

    Meantime, a soothing announcement was issued,1 which assured jittery brass hats of the infantry and cavalry that “motors and tanks would not displace (them), as the conclusion has been reached that these branches of the Service must still continue to form the bulk of land forces in time of war . . . The first step in mechanization . . . will be the development of one completely mechanized unit for experimental purposes, not as a part of the Infantry or Cavalry, but as a new arm . . .”

    The fruition of six months of labor in the War Department was the assemblage of an Experimental Mechanized Force at Fort George G. Meade on July 1, 1928. Though the press hailed the army’s newest baby with a frenzy of enthusiasm, there was nothing to be excited about. What the papers saluted as “the pride of the Army” with “terrific smashing power” was in reality a pitifully weak and inadequate conglomeration of old, obsolete equipment.

    From Fort Eustis, Virginia, there had come one battalion of the 34th Infantry, riding in World War Liberty trucks. From Fort Hoyle had arrived the 2d Battalion, 6th Field Artillery, less one battery. They were equipped with 75’s, and porteed in Liberty trucks also. From other posts in the East there had been borrowed a company of Engineers, a Signal Company, a Medical Detachment, an Ammunition train, and an Observation Squadron. Backbone of the force were the 16th Tank Battalion (light), equipped with Renaults, vintage World War, the 17th Tank Battalion (Heavy), equipped with Mark VIII’s, and the 2d Platoon, 4th Tank Company, all from Meade and contributed by the infantry. The cavalry had sent, albeit reluctantly, the one and only armored car troop in the country from Fort Myer. In all, there were some 3,000 men included in the original outfit.

    The performance of the “Gasoline Brigade”, as it was fondly called by newsmen, was no more than could be expected from such an indifferently mechanized organization. The rattletrap trucks and aged tanks made four miles an hour if they were lucky, instead of a scheduled ten. What one writer impressively described as “an ominous rumble” too often was the asthmatic wheeze of a motor in its death agony. To complicate matters, Maryland highway officials put a crimp in maneuver plans by objecting to tanks marching on roads because they might ruin the taxpayers’ asphalt. The ambitious objective laid down by the War Department to the commander of the mechanized force stated that he “by practical tests in tactical and strategical employments, will experiment with its organization and equipment with a view to developing correct doctrines with respect to motorization and mechanization of appropriate units of the Army”. When, however, the old machines one after another broke down, the ambitious program had to be shelved, and on September 20th, with no money in sight to buy new equipment, “Uncle Sam’s Mechanical Army” was hastily disbanded.

    To proponents of a mechanized force, the debacle at Meade had not been heartening; yet it could not be considered entirely a failure. It augured well for the future of mechanization that branch jealousies had been submerged in a common effort without the compulsion of war. Moreover, the publicity attendant upon the event had brought the subject of tanks into the spotlight and set the whole army arguing pro and con. “To mechanize or not to mechanize” became the topic of the day. Impassioned brigadiers inveighed against the machine age and voiced their opinion that any continuation of the experiment would be a waste of time. “God invented man’s hand and brain,” they solemnly declared, “and no machine can ever take their place.” More reasonable souls advocated another try, but next time with modern equipment, and found welcome vocal support in the Washington Post. “It has been proved”, the paper said editorially, “that a motorized force is superior to one that is not. But a force mounted on broken-down equipment cannot prevail against an army mounted in modern, up-to-the-minute machines. It has been demonstrated that the need is imperative for increased appropriations for mechanization. Congress should not refuse any request for such funds.”

    To all impartial observers, however, it was clear that no tactical doctrines for a mechanized force had emerged from the mock battle of Maryland. “The impossibility of accepting or rejecting any ideas of mechanization based on the [George G. Meade] Force is recognized,” stated the Army-Navy Journal on July 21, 1928. More study was deemed necessary by the War Department, and once again the matter of mechanization fell into the hands of G-3, where it was assigned to the Training Section.

    Thus, to this small group was given the power to set the future course of mechanization in America. Would they agree with the men who had rejected the Meade experiment as folly, or would they blaze the trail for a new kind of army? Now, as never before, mechanization needed a champion.

    II

    Military history has been made by the right man being at the right place at the right time, George Patton once remarked, and never was this more true than of the Armored Force and of his friend, Adna Romanza Chaffee.

    At about the same time that Secretary Davis was watching the tank demonstration in England, this lean, hawk-eyed, high-goal polo-playing cavalry officer reported for duty on the War Department General Staff. There he was assigned to the Training Section of G-3. He was present when General Summerall’s pink slip, directing the organization of a mechanized force, arrived, and an interested participant in the lengthy discussions that ensued. Though he had never even ridden in a tank, he found that the more he learned about a mechanized force, the more his enthusiasm grew. He journeyed to Rochester, New York, to look at a new seven-ton tank, capable of going eighteen miles an hour, that James Cunningham and Sons were building for the Ordnance Department. He witnessed at Meade the demonstration of another new experimental tank built by Walter Christie. This model weighed ten tons and went forty-two and a half miles an hour.

    “Should we tie tanks of these characteristics to the immediate front of infantry advancing at two miles per hour? Should they be hemmed in the restricted space between the barrage in front and the infantry in the rear?” he asked himself. To these questions, he believed the answer was “No.”

    “Can we use this light tank as the backbone itself of a force of given size? Can we view it, rather than the man on foot, as the principal arm in such a force?” He believed the answer to these was “Yes.”

    When, therefore, a restudy of the whole question of mechanization fell to the Training Section of which he was a member, he was already recognized in the War Department as a strong advocate of a mechanized force. Thirteen years later he wore the title, “Father of the Armored Force.”

    That Adna Chaffee became the leading exponent of blitzkrieg warfare in America should have occasioned no surprise to those who knew him. No ordinary pace suited him. All his life he did things in a hurry.

    On September 23rd, 1884, when he first presented himself to his pretty, golden-haired, young mother at junction City, Kansas, he did not even wait for his Army father to return from the Indian Wars to attend his birth. The next ten years, which he spent with his mother and sisters chasing the family head from cavalry post to cavalry post on the Southwestern frontier, did nothing to slacken his original tempo. As soon as he could sit on a horse, his father taught him to ride. Thenceforth, young Chaffee went charging over the plains at breakneck speeds, in imitation of his dashing parent. Imprinted forever upon his soul was a love for wild, charging horses and flying hooves on desert sands.

    “He rode like an Indian,” declared one of his friends.

    In 1901, when he was sixteen, his energetic behavior landed him in considerable difficulties with the Japanese health authorities.

    His father, the previous year, had gone to China to command the American forces in the Boxer Rebellion. At the close of the war, he was informed by the War Department that his next assignment would be in Manila, where he was to succeed General Arthur MacArthur as Military Governor of the Philippines. Accordingly he had written his family the news and bade them to meet him in Manila in the summer of 1901. Chafing at the long wait of some six months, young Chaffee prevailed upon his parents to allow him to journey off at once to join his father in China instead. All went well on the young man’s trip until the boat arrived in Yokohama, where a case of smallpox was discovered aboard. The Japanese health officers immediately placed the vessel under quarantine for two weeks. That night Adna escaped ashore and registered for the night at a Yokohama hotel. There he was discovered sound asleep the next morning by the assiduous health authorities.

    “The young gentleman from America will have to take a bath,” the Japanese said, smiling toothily, while Adna stared at them in amazement. It was a special kind of a bath, they explained to him, to disinfect his person of smallpox germs.

    “And then may I leave for China?” young Chaffee inquired.

    “No,” replied the Japanese politely. “But we are giving you a big privilege. You may remain quarantined in this room instead of returning to your boat.”

    Several days later he eluded his Japanese wardens again, and sailed to China on another boat, having learned the efficacy of American dollar diplomacy at an earlier age than most.

    At West Point, his dynamic energy found release in fearless and accomplished horsemanship in the riding hall and on the cavalry plain, and “he was considered one of the best riders, if not the best, in the class.”2 It was at the Academy that he learned to play polo, a game which he continued to play for thirty years with considerable zest and distinction. Completely absorbed in such equine activities, however, he was less than impressive in his classroom performances. Among the seventy-eight boys in the graduating class of 1906, Cadet Chaffee ranked number thirty-one.

    A fledgling lieutenant in the cavalry, he continued his studies in equitation at the Cavalry School in Fort Riley, Kansas, hard by the scene of his birth. In less than three years, he had acquired the reputation of being the “Army’s finest horseman.” No horseshow in Madison Square Garden or in Potomac Park was complete without this slim, handsome officer’s name on the program; no polo game a success in which he did not star. Recognition of his talents came in 1911, when he was selected, the youngest in years and the lowest in rank of a team of five, to represent the United States in the International Horse Show held in London during the Coronation Week of George V. The following year he attended the French Cavalry School at Saumur, France, reputed to be the best in the world, where he acquired a foreign polish to his horsemanship by learning to jump over fully set dinner tables without so much as overturning a water glass.

    Had Chaffee been a man of just average intelligence, he might have been content with such horsy derringdo until he was old enough to retire. As it was, he possessed what magazine-writer Beverly Smith has described as “one of the best brains in the army”—a brain that routine classroom exercises at West Point had not served to kindle. (In the draft of an article which Mr. Smith wrote for the American Magazine in 1940, he used this statement. When the copy was submitted to Chaffee for approval before publication, he asked that Mr. Smith omit these words. This Mr. Smith did and substituted instead, “has had many important assignments in the Army.”) It was on the eve of our entry into the World War, when Chaffee was a captain and Senior Cavalry Instructor at the Academy, that suddenly he found the glitter of the riding ring and the triumphs of the polo field beginning to pall. He was then 33, married, and the father of one child. For many months, from his rocky, sheltered perch above the Hudson, he had been watching the panorama of world events and, on the map of Europe on the wall of his den, tracing the progress of the war with pins. One night he revealed to his wife the thoughts that filled his mind. “I am through with horseshow riding,” he said. “There isn’t any future in it. From now on it will be the serious side of the Army for me. I’m going to get on the General Staff.”

    When the war came, however, he went to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, as a major in the infantry. A few months later came his chance to go to the General Staff College of the A.E.F. at Langres, France. “At the school,” reminisced one of his classmates,3 “all of us but Chaffee pored over our books all day and half the night. When we saw him finish his work at noon every day and leave, we were sure he would flunk.”

    Far from failing, Major Chaffee’s grades in the course were so high that, much to his disgust, he was retained as an instructor. Thus forced to remain at Langres, he fretted and fumed with impatience, until a few months later he was on his way to Pershing’s headquarters, thence to the General Staff at the front. “When I first saw Adna Chaffee,” wrote Austen Lake in the Boston Sunday Advertiser some years later, “he was a temporary colonel at Chaumont (France), then the general headquarters of the A.E.F. I used to see Chaffee hustling across the parade grounds where . . . military dudes were wont to stroll between band concerts and guard mount. Chaffee never strolled. Chaffee cantered.”

    As energetically as he had undertaken equine exploits in his early days, he now pursued his career on the General Staff. For his staff services during the war, he received the Distinguished Service Medal, which was pinned on his blouse by Pershing himself in Neuweid, Germany. Upon his return to the United States, he successively taught at the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth and attended as a student the Army War College in Washington.

    His post-graduate education was now complete. He had learned all that the Army had to offer on the art and science of war. At the War College, where each year a select group of hand-picked officers was groomed as potential generals, he had come face to face with the problems incident to high command and to mobilization for war. Here, too, he had probed deeply into the industrial heart of America, from which flowed the tools of war. What use he would make of these valuable lessons was thenceforth more or less up to him. It was at this critical juncture of his career that the Chief of Cavalry, then General Malin Craig, sought to reclaim him for cavalry school service as head of the Horsemanship Department. During the war, cavalry had been eclipsed on the battlefield by the firepower of machine guns, which had proved to be as deadly to horsemen as to rifle-armed infantry. As a result, military horsemanship everywhere had suffered the doldrums. The effect of this war experience still lingered at Fort Riley, and Craig wanted a strong man to restore the school to its former position. He considered Chaffee the ideal man for the job. Despite strong urgings, however, Chaffee declined Craig’s offer, demurring that there were younger men than he, and older men who had continued the riding end of cavalry, far better suited for the job.

    Craig ceased his blandishments when Chaffee was ordered to duty on the General Staff on July 1st, 1927. Then came Summerall’s directive to organize a mechanized force, and Chaffee’s course was irrevocably set. The ideas for a future mechanized force, which emerged from the Training Section of G-3 after the Meade maneuvers, were his, and they formed the basis for a written report drawn up by a War Department Mechanization Board of which he was also a member. The last “i” was dotted and the last “t” of this document was crossed on December 5th, 1928, and the same day Chaffee entrained with his wife for Florida to spend a month’s leave in the sun. As they sped through the wintry Virginia hills, he said to his wife with a chuckle, “Well, today I turned in a paper at the War Department. When I come back, they’ll either meet me with a brass band, or St. Elizabeth’s funny wagon.”

    The paper was noteworthy in that it outlined for the first time for official consideration a definite program leading to the creation of an armored force. Specifically, it proposed a four-year plan to organize as a part of the Regular Army a four-million-dollar, completely mechanized, self-contained, highly mobile regiment—this initial unit to serve as the testing laboratory for similar new fighting outfits which Chaffee predicted would form “a great part of the highly mobile combat troops of the next war.” Likewise, it proposed that the new mechanized force be developed as a separate branch of the service, and that a general officer be appointed as its organizer and commander. The time set for the activation of the unit was the fiscal year 1931, beginning July 1st, 1930. 1929 was to be spent testing tank armor and antitank weapons.

    Backbone of the force was to be fleets of fast, new tanks. But since tanks were “noisy, blind and their capacity for prolonged defense limited,” auxiliary troops, mounted in armored cars, personnel carriers and trucks, would supply their deficiencies. Cannons mounted on tank chassis were proposed for mechanized artillery.

    Equipment was to be furnished on the installment plan. Each year for the first three years, the mechanized force would receive one-third of its modern equipment, until by the end of the third year of its existence it would be completely up-to-date—the idea behind this provision being to make the cost of the new organization an easier pill for the War Department budget to swallow.

    Like the “Gasoline Brigade” the new force was to be a union of all the arms: cavalry in armored cars for reconnaissance, tanks to strike the enemy, infantry in trucks to hold the ground won by tanks until other infantry could arrive, artillery on tracks to give supporting fire, engineers to build and to clear, chemical warfare to supply fire, smoke and gas, antiaircraft to fight planes, signalmen to transmit orders, supply and repair to keep the vehicles moving—the whole to comprise a unit self-sufficient and self-supporting in combat.

    The tactical role of the force would be based on its characteristics of speed, armor, and operating radius. Its missions would include seizure and temporary holding of distant key points, turning and enveloping movements where speed was essential, counterattacks, advance, flank or rear guard actions, and exploitation of a break-through.

    “If fast tanks can operate in this manner,” declared Chaffee, “we may greatly aid in restoring mobility to warfare, in keeping with the element of operating on the flank and rear and through the gap, in forcing the enemy to make detachments to guard his lines of communications, important bridges, airdromes and bases, and so considerably weaken his main forces in the battle. We may reach quicker decisions in war.”

    III

    Though the Secretary of War approved in principle the proposed program for a mechanized force, no provision was made in the forthcoming budget of the War Department to obtain money for its adoption. A number of reasons conspired to bring this about. Work on the budget which should have included the money had begun even before the maneuvers at Meade in the summer of 1928, and at the time of the completion of the mechanization report, the estimates for the fiscal year, 1930, had already been prepared by the Budget Department and approved by the Secretary of War, and were ready for submission to Congress by the President. To insert an item not included in the estimates required the sponsorship of a member of the Military Subcommittee of the House Appropriations Committee, a procedure which often entailed lively behind-the-scenes manipulation. It was first necessary to reach a congenial Congressional ear and then persuade it of the merits of the project for which the additional money was desired. If the Representative was convinced, then he consented to present the item before the committee members and plead for its adoption. A friend in Congress was quite literally often worth his weight in gold to War Department budgeteers.

    To have obtained funds for mechanization in 1929 would have involved such Machiavellian backstage operations. Chaffee had no friends on the Congressional Committee, and no ally appeared to undertake the task.

    One is impressed, when reading the service journals of this period, by the number of articles supporting a mechanized force written by lieutenants, captains, and majors. One is even more impressed by the silence of the “big guns.” The men who were powerful enough to have come to Chaffee’s aid were made conspicuous by their failure to do so. Some were completely disinterested in the experiment, and expressed their attitude in bland indifference. Others jealously regarded the plan as an encroachment upon their domain and openly opposed it. Not a small group opined that the Army could ill afford such an expensive, new gadget as a mechanized force when the ranks of the military were so underpaid.

    An undercover dogfight that developed between the infantry and ordnance on the question of tank models injected even more sulphur into the situation. The two tanks involved were the ordnance model, which Chaffee had seen at Rochester, and the Christie model, which had been demonstrated at Meade.
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