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PREFACE


  In 1981, the Director of Artillery, concerned at the lack of attention given to the history and heritage of artillery in Australia, called on several retired gunners and friends to help address the problem. The result was the Royal Australian Artillery Historical Society. In 1997 the society became the Royal Australian Artillery Historical Company (RAAHC) and it operates under that name to this day. The Company’s vision is to promote the significance of Australia’s artillery, its history and heritage.


The advent of the centenary of the First World War offered a unique opportunity to draw public attention to the role artillery played in that conflict, as well as the ongoing work of the RAAHC. The inception and conduct of the ‘Firepower: Lessons from the Great War’ history seminar series was one of two major projects undertaken by the Company over the commemoration period from 2014 to 2018. The other endeavour, the Anzac Centennial Gun, saw the restoration and fielding of an 18-pounder quick-firing gun, detachment and horses — the iconic mainstay of the Australian Field Artillery during the Great War. Both projects sought to evoke complementary forms of reflection on the service and achievements of Australian gunners during the war, and their contribution to their nation and to the profession of arms.


It is with great pleasure that the Company presents Clash of the Gods of War: Australian Artillery and the Firepower Lessons of the Great War, an edited collection based on many of the papers presented during the Firepower seminar series. This is an exceptional book, bringing together scholars and practitioners to present fresh and erudite insights into the development of Australian artillery throughout the First World War and the application of firepower more broadly. As Lieutenant Colonel Nick Floyd has noted in the book’s conclusion, the lessons learned from a conflict a century ago still have resonance with  gunners today. This is a book not just for those interested in the past, but for those who wish to prepare themselves for the challenges of the present and the future.


While the editor, Dr William Westerman, has offered acknowledgements specific to the publication of the book, it is right and proper to acknowledge the significant contributions of many people and organisations to the seminar series, without which this book would not have been possible. Therefore, I would like to acknowledge them here, and offer grateful thanks and appreciation on behalf of the Company:


To the Head and staff of the Australian Army History Unit, who provided direct contributions to the project through Roger Lee’s seminar papers and sponsored the publication of this anthology.


To the successive Heads of Regiment of the Royal Regiment of Australian Artillery, Brigadier Peter Gates and Major General Craig Furini, for their personal support and endorsement of the project as the Royal Australian Artillery’s official contribution to the Centenary of Anzac commemorative event.


To the Head of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of New South Wales at the Australian Defence Force Academy, Professor David Lovell, who supported the project’s facilitation at the Defence Academy, and to other staff who assisted, including Professor Tom Frame. Special thanks also to John Carroll who coordinated the vital audio-visual support to the seminar series.


To Jim Catchlove, who provided unstinting and indispensable administrative and coordination support to the conduct of the entire seminar series over four years.


To all the presenters and contributors of papers to the seminar series — academics, historians, experts and serving and former officers of the Navy, Army and Air Force from Australia and overseas nations.


To all the distinguished people who supported the seminar series, including as hosts and masters of ceremonies, and to the members of the Project Steering Committee for their advice and guidance. Particular thanks to David Connery who stepped in to convene several seminars in 2017.


  To the editor of this anthology, Dr William Westerman, who also provided two seminar papers, for his excellence in transforming an eclectic collection of papers into a cogent publication.


To the Board members and volunteers of the Royal Australian Artillery Historical Company, without whose support the project would not have eventuated. Special thanks to webmaster Graham Hampton, to Sergeant David Morley of Australian Army News, who provided dedicated coverage of the series, and to all the other serving and former officers and soldiers of the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Artillery especially, who gave their support to the conduct of the seminar series.


Finally, I reserve particular acknowledgement for the Firepower seminar series convenor and co-editor of Clash of the Gods of War, Lieutenant Colonel Nick Floyd. I acknowledge his vision in conceiving the project, and his dedication and professional excellence in the design, convening and carriage of the seminar series and attendant anthology. This is an exceptional undertaking that has delivered excellent results in support of the Company’s mission to preserve and promote the history of Australian Artillery.


Tim Ford, AO


Major General (Retd)


Chair, Royal Australian Artillery Historical Company 2010–2019










FOREWORD


  The Centenary of Anzac commemorative period from 2014 to 2018 encouraged Australia and New Zealand and our allies to commemorate and reflect on the deeds and sacrifices of our nations’ forebears 100 years previously.


Many events and activities rightly focused on personal stories of loss, sacrifice, triumph and valour — stories that shaped our nations’ character. However, for those involved in the profession of arms, the Centenary of Anzac period enabled a deeper examination of the meaning and legacy of the Great War to the evolution of warfare, to further our understanding of war’s enduring nature, and to identify lessons that remain relevant today. With the First World War regarded as the ‘Gunners’ War’, this opportunity to reflect was critical to the Royal Regiment of Australian Artillery. Consequently, I applaud the RAAHC for its foresight, commitment and passion in initiating the ‘Firepower: Lessons from the Great War’ seminar series — an endeavour acknowledged as the Royal Australian Artillery’s official contribution to the Centenary of Anzac.


Over the period 2015 to 2018, eleven seminars were conducted, comprising over 44 presentations delivered by 29 subject matter experts exploring the evolution of allied and Central Powers artillery with a focus on the Australian Field Artillery. Topics ranged from the art and science of artillery, command, control and communications, combined arms, the impact of the war in the air, the importance of artillery logistics, to stories of our remarkable forebears — gunner and general.


Lieutenant Colonel Nick Floyd deserves special mention for his vision and drive in initiating the Firepower project and seeing it to its conclusion. Papers by Australian historians, Army, Navy and Air Force presenters, and international contributors ensured a  balanced seminar series. As editor, Dr William Westerman has given generously of his time. I thank them all.


Through this deliberate approach, the RAAHC has captured not only the fact that artillery was the most lethal arm, but also the seismic change that saw artillery transition from a clumsy bludgeon to a sculptor’s chisel in its provision of fire support to the combined arms team, laying the foundation for a journey that continues to this day.


As the then Head of Regiment, I am privileged to have had the opportunity to support the RAAHC by sponsoring and encouraging patronage for the ‘Firepower: Lessons from the Great War’ seminar series and this resultant exceptional anthology, Clash of the Gods of War: Australian Artillery and the Firepower Lessons of the Great War. Likewise, I am delighted to see the project fulfil its ambitious goal to galvanise interest in and promote greater understanding of this momentous conflict that forged the era of modern artillery, and to capture the seminal role artillery played at this pivotal time in the Australian Army’s history.


Ubique,


Craig Furini, AM, CSC


Major General


Head of Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery 2016–2018
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  INTRODUCTION


The Gunners’ War


William Westerman


‘Those who heard it say it was tremendous’, one gunner wrote, ‘but we in the pit heard it not at all ... heard nothing but the vicious whanging of our own guns, nothing but the jerk of the breech as it opened and the snap as it closed again, nothing but the clang of falling “empties” and the rattle of the live shells.’1 He was a gun number at an Ordnance quick-firing (QF) 18-pounder, the standard field gun of the British Empire’s artillery during the First World War. With scores of other guns and howitzers, they fired shell after shell at precise times and at a steadily increasing range — what was known as a creeping barrage — in support of Australian, New Zealand and British infantry during the Battle of Broodseinde Ridge on 4 October 1917.


The gun numbers had been going about their work since zero hour at 6.00 am. Their crew consisted of 10, but only six were at the gun when it was in action. Number 1 was the commander, barking orders over the din: ‘Thirty more left! Elevate five minutes! Drop one hundred!’ Number 2 manned the right wheel, Number 4 the left. Number 3 was responsible for the dial sight, sight clinometer and sight cover and, when ordered, he fired the gun. Numbers 5 and 6 prepared and supplied ammunition, with Number 6 operating the fuze indicator. The other four remained at the wagon line to take over in the event of casualties.2


Providing a creeping barrage was relentless work. Number 1 was constantly looking at his watch to tell him the rate of fire — an advance of 60 yards (55 metres) every three minutes, with certain pauses to  account for the geography. When the right time elapsed, he would yell ‘Fire!’ and the shell would be gone, with ‘the spiteful tonguing of the gun, her rattle and quiver as she settled down, and the hiss of the buffer coming home.’3 As the morning wore on, the range lengthened and the nose pointed further skyward. The gun maintained its rate of fire, the gunner proudly boasting, ‘we got there with the best, neither skipped nor lagged behind. Of the two, the last is the greater crime, for a late shot in the lifting barrage often means death to many of our fellows.’4 Unfortunately it was not a case of ‘all give and no take’, as 96 Australian gunners became casualties during the battle, a reminder that being on the guns did not guarantee safety.5


Their work was appreciated, both by their higher commanders and certainly by the infantry, who relied on the protective wall of shells to fall in front of them as they advanced. Metaphors abounded to describe the barrage — it looked ‘like a wall of flame’ and sounded ‘like thunder’.6 One battalion history recorded the barrage that day as the densest and best under which they had ever advanced which, as they later discovered, ‘caused consternation in the Hun ranks’.7 German defenders would be neutralised as the barrage fell on their positions, allowing the infantry to close with them and then, when the barrage had passed, assault the surviving German infantry and capture the ground. At times it could be frustrating, as the predetermined tempo did not allow the infantry to pursue opportunities when they arose, instead forcing them to wait behind the barrage. Still, the precise and devastating creeping barrage avoided the issues in coordination that had cost the British Army dearly on 1 July 1916 at the Somme.


The gunners’ experience of the First World War was different to that of the infantry (and other parts of the army). By its nature, artillery is a technical weapon and its successful employment requires much more than brute force or weight of numbers. The art and science of gunnery are difficult to articulate to the uninitiated and, to appreciate the role of artillery in the war, even relatively basic terms require explanation. ‘Field’ artillery accompanied armies on campaigns, whereas ‘garrison’ artillery remained in situ (or at least could not be moved without  extraordinary measures).8 ‘Light’ artillery generally weighed 2200 pounds (or one metric ton), while pieces weighing 4400 pounds (or two metric tons) were considered ‘heavy’.9 A ‘gun’ had a long barrel and could fire a shell at a greater velocity over a greater distance, while a ‘howitzer’ was lighter, with a shorter barrel that fired a shell over a shorter distance at a slower velocity. Howitzer barrels were also often able to be elevated to higher angles than guns.10 In practice, this meant that howitzers would fire plunging shells on a steeper parabolic arc, while guns fired on a flatter trajectory. The tactical benefits of the use of both weapons should be clear.


Technical aspects of artillery pieces were also important to understanding how they were employed. One example was the advent of quick-firing (QF) artillery in the late nineteenth century and its widespread adoption by Western armies in the early twentieth century. Prior to its invention, recoil during the act of firing required pieces to be moved back into position and re-aimed after every round. QF field guns included integrated recoil systems, allowing carriages to remain still when firing and, as a result, led to much higher rates of fire.11 Many light guns and howitzers, including the ubiquitous 18-pounder, were designated as QF pieces. Heavier howitzers within the British Army’s arsenal were designated breech loading (BL) rather than QF. Both loaded shells via the breech, but QF guns used charges with brass cartridge cases rather than BL pieces designed for cloth bag charges.


The Australian Imperial Force (AIF) used four different artillery pieces during the war (see Table I.1). Each had its own characteristics, its own uses and fitted into the organisation at its own level. The workhorse was the 18-pounder QF field gun, with the 4.5-inch QF field howitzer providing a light howitzer capability. While the organisation of the AIF’s artillery (and that of the wider British Army) changed over the course of the war, fundamentally, field artillery brigades formed the division’s organic artillery, consisting of three batteries of 18-pounders and, at various times, a battery of 4.5-inch howitzers. Divisional artillery also included trench mortars and a divisional ammunition column. The AIF also had the 36th  (Australian) Heavy Artillery Group, which included the 54th and 55th batteries, equipped, respectively, with four 8-inch howitzers and four 9.2-inch howitzers.




[image: ]


Australian Ordnance QF 18-pounder field gun from the 14th Battery at Ypres, 28 September 1917 (AWM E00920).







Table I.1 – Standardised British Army artillery equipment employed by the AIF12
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  The manner in which the AIF’s artillery was employed changed throughout the war, as gunners on either side worked to develop tactics and techniques to give them supremacy over their enemy. The basic challenge for artillery was to locate its targets and then deliver fire accurately onto them. Prior to the twentieth century, this was a much more straightforward proposition, as field artillery was almost exclusively employed in close support to the infantry and cavalry. In a direct fire role alongside the other arms, gunners could see their targets and fire accordingly. The British Army’s pre-war conceptual framework, Field Service Regulations Part I, stated that the artillery’s role was ‘to assist the other arms in breaking down hostile opposition’.13 The duty of field artillery in particular was ‘to assist the infantry in every way in establishing a superiority of fire over the enemy’.14 Even in 1914, direct fire was still being used. At Le Cateau on 26 August 1914, the 18-pounders of the British 5th Division were deployed forward with the infantry, engaging the advancing German infantry with direct fire (much like the division’s predecessors had done at Waterloo almost a century beforehand).15


However, before the war the British Army had been developing its ability to employ artillery using indirect fire, where the gun and its target were not within sight of each other. The challenge for gunners in harnessing indirect fire was to ensure that they could locate their targets and formulate accurate bearings for fire missions. One method was ‘adjusted’ or ‘ranging’ fire, where observations of the fall of shot were used to adjust fire onto a target. A preferable solution was to develop ‘predicted’ fire, where the bearing and range from the gun to the target was computed mathematically. Done properly, this eliminated the need to alert the enemy to the intentions of the artillery through ranging fire, and allowed for greater cooperation between artillery and infantry (as seen in the Broodseinde Ridge creeping barrage, which commenced at zero hour without a preparatory bombardment).


The evolution of indirect fire was one of the factors — along with advances in both communications technology and munitions and the general increase in quality and quantity of materiel — that allowed the British Army (which included the Australian divisions) to develop  barrage and bombardment methods that supported the infantry in closing with the enemy. This included a variety of new counterbattery techniques that were just as important in fire plans as the work of the field artillery. While the developmental process was not a smooth, linear progression, by September 1918, when the British Army attacked the Hindenburg Line, the army was employing a mass of guns and howitzers of various calibres, not only firing indirectly, but in complex and devastating fire plans that allowed the infantry to break through a defensive system that had seemed impregnable only 18 months before. As Lieutenant-General Sir John Monash wrote, by November 1918, artillery had ‘far transcended in quantity and dynamic power anything that had been envisaged in the previous years of the war.’16


Perhaps due to its complexity, the role of artillery in Australia’s war has not received the treatment it deserves. Charles Bean, the great chronicler and interpreter of Australia's war effort, wrote his histories in part as a testament to the character of the Australian people in time of trial, showing how the decisions of generals and governments ‘worked out through the ultimate machinery of men’s nerves and muscles at the fighting edge, where nation grated against nation.’17 The infantry had captured Bean’s imagination as the best way to demonstrate this outworking of national character, and the more technical aspects of warfare fell into abeyance in his work. Recent scholarly work has sought to redress many of Bean’s deficiencies, but still, there is a need for a detailed exploration and examination of Australian artillery in the First World War.18


Clash of the Gods of War does not provide that comprehensive study, but it does showcase the breadth and diversity of topics in this area. Its chapters derive from papers presented at the RAAHC’s ‘Firepower: Lessons From the Great War’ seminar series, which consisted of 11 seminars from May 2015 to November 2018 based around centenary events from the Great War. The seminars brought together both academic historians and artillery practitioners to examine artillery and firepower through nine themes: command and control, human stories (gunners), human stories (commanders),  artillery tactics, technology (ammunition systems), technology (the gunnery problem), combined arms (the advent of modern warfare), force generation and sustainment and finally other gunners (allies and adversaries). They are woven through the chapters in this book, some obviously, others subtly. Not only do the topics say something about artillery in the First World War, they are also relevant to the experience of artillery in the twenty-first century. Clash of the Gods of War is a book that both explores the past and points towards lessons for the future.


The contributors are a mix of professional historians, amateur historians and military practitioners from Australia and overseas. The result is a varied book, not necessarily in quality, but in the different perspectives through which the authors examine artillery’s role in the conflict and the different questions they ask about the implications for the modern Australian Defence Force (ADF).


In setting the scene, Nick Floyd provides an overview of artillery development throughout the war, particularly from the perspective of the Australian Field Artillery. The book is then divided into three sections. The first, ‘Early Challenges’ covers the experience of 1914 and 1915. Nick Floyd’s chapter covers some of the technical issues facing gunners at the start of the war in employing indirect fire. The two chapters by Chris Roberts and Paul Stevens address Australian artillery during the 1915 Gallipoli campaign, exploring command and control issues and fire planning respectively. Outside the Australian experience, Muhammad Asghar provides a history of Indian Army mountain artillery batteries at Gallipoli, while Mesut Uyar’s chapter on the Ottoman experience of artillery during the campaign provides a contrasting perspective to that of the Entente powers. In a broader examination of firepower, David Stevens shows how it was employed through naval gunfire support off Anzac Cove. Meanwhile, Kevin O’Brien’s chapter on the British Army’s formative experience at Neuve Chapelle in March 1915 follows the way the employment of artillery was developing on the Western Front. Finally, David Brook covers the issues and challenges of ammunition production in the early years of the war.


  The second section, ‘Unto the Breach’, covers artillery and firepower development during the static trench warfare years of 1916 to 1917, demonstrating the depth and complexity of artillery development during the middle years of the war. William Westerman explores the role of Brigadier-General Talbot Hobbs in the Australian artillery’s transition to the Western Front, while Keith Glyde’s chapter explains the introduction of howitzer batteries to the AIF’s order of battle at the start of 1916. The battles of Verdun and the Somme dominated the Western Front in 1916. Roger Lee covers the experience of French artillery at Verdun, while Darryl Kelly tells the story of Lieutenant Sam Thurnhill and direct fire support during the opening phase of the Battle of Pozières. Bridging the years 1916 and 1917, Nick Floyd compares and contrasts Australian artillery at the battles of Pozières and Bullecourt.


Moving back from the front, Ian Finlayson’s chapter explores the logistics network that supported the transition of munitions from the arsenals in the United Kingdom to the batteries in France and Flanders. As many of the chapters demonstrate, the Australian experience cannot be understood without the context of the wider British Army at war. Mark Lax provides an aviation perspective, with a chapter on the development of air observation posts. Returning to the battlefield, 1917 was the year of the set-piece battles. In his chapter on artillery at the Battle of Menin Road on 20 September 1917, Roger Lee explores the developments in artillery tactics since the Somme the year before. Finally, Jean Bou covers artillery in the Palestine campaign, particularly at the Battle of Beersheba on 31 October 1917.


The final section — ‘King of the Battlefield’ — explores artillery in 1918, when it was at its most powerful and effective. Elizabeth Greenhalgh’s chapter discusses the development of French artillery up to 1918. In his chapter on Second Villers-Bretonneux, William Westerman provides a tactical example of how Australian artillery fought on the defensive during the German Spring Offensive. Albert Palazzo explores the creation of the Counter Battery Staff Office and its role in intelligence-fires fusion on the Western Front. The Battle of Hamel on 4 July 1918 is explored in two chapters, the first, by  Ellen Cresswell, who discusses artillery as one part of a combined arms system, and then by Meleah Hampton, who specifically covers the artillery fire plan for the battle. Paul Stevens describes the role Australian artillery played at the Battle of Amiens on 8 August 1918 until the end of the Battle of Mont Saint-Quentin on 2 September. Jason Cooke provides a biography of the Australian Corps’ senior gunner, MajorGeneral Walter Coxen, before Adam Rankin examines artillery’s role in the Australian Corps’ final battle of the war at Montbrehain on 5 October 1918. Finally, the experience of artillery in the war was not merely about equipment and tactics — the personal factor was also of paramount importance, and the human ramifications of firepower are poignantly discussed by Alexander McFarlane in his chapter on shell shock. In the conclusion, Nick Floyd draws together the artillery lessons from the war, and describes how these remain applicable to contemporary gunners.
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Colonel Hector Osman Caddy, commander of the 13th Australian Field Artillery Brigade from 1916 to 1918 (AWM H19201).





  It is worth noting that many of the images used in this book are from an album of photographs owned by Colonel Hector Osman Caddy, an Australian artillery officer who commanded the 5th Battery at Gallipoli and subsequently the 13th Australian Field Artillery Brigade from 1916 to 1918. His collection now belongs to the RAAHC, and is a trove of largely unpublished and seldom-seen images capturing the experiences of Australian artillery in the First World War. Caddy’s photographs, used throughout this book, offer a fresh glimpse into the world of the Australian artilleryman during the war.


Clash of the Gods of War tells the technical stories of tactics, fire plans, ammunition and coordination, of how the guns were used to dispense death and destruction. The evolution of artillery practices was one of the war’s most important tactical aspects, the ramifications of which are still relevant over a century later. The book also explores the human dimensions of firepower, commanders who had a duty to harness artillery’s destructive power, and the officers and men who either fought on the gun lines or held fast underneath the fall of shot. Combined, the technical and human aspects of the employment of firepower during the First World War make for a powerful and important chapter in Australian military history.










  CHAPTER 1


A War God’s Metamorphosis


Nick Floyd


Firepower is considered a fundamental factor of a force’s combat power, together with manoeuvre and morale. It is not surprising, then, that the evolution of modern warfare has been punctuated with the milestones passed in the development of firepower, and artillery and its tactics in particular. This chapter describes an epoch in the evolution of modern artillery, in particular as it pertained to the development of Australian artillery.


In 1914, the Royal Australian Artillery (RAA) was thrust into a war for which it was not wholly designed. It was forced to expand rapidly, and to embrace new tactical and technical procedures in order to best provide effective fire support — in the form of the Australian Field Artillery (AFA) — to the AIF and its allies. The concept of neutralisation as an aim of artillery firepower, breakthroughs in gunnery prediction, artillery fire plan design and employment, communications and ammunition technology are evident as key areas of evolution that changed the face of Australian artillery, and ultimately shaped the war’s outcome. The echoes of these changes are still heard today.


Artillery involvement in the Gallipoli campaign in 1915 was comparatively limited. Nevertheless, lessons were learned and restructuring was necessary to prepare for the commitment of firepower on a much larger scale. The AFA that arrived in France in March 1916 was in many ways still a fledgling entity. Artillery itself had recently undergone some of the most drastic changes to its employment and  its equipment in service since its advent centuries before, the most important of these the ability to fire indirectly. These changes were facing artillery forces simultaneously throughout the world, and each attempted to apply the innovations. The Western Front was the crucible from which modern artillery and its usage emerged.


1914-1915: War, mobilisation and Gallipoli


At the outbreak of war, hundreds of permanent and Citizen Forces members of the Royal Australian Field Artillery (RAFA) and Royal Australian Garrison Artillery (RAGA) branches of the RAA volunteered for the field artillery of the AIF. Volunteers from the 1st, 2nd and 3rd batteries (formerly ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ Instructional Cadres) of the RAFA formed the 1st Battery, 1st Australian Field Artillery (AFA) Brigade. Originally, the divisional artillery of the AIF (and later, the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps — ANZAC) comprised three field artillery brigades, each consisting of a headquarters, three field batteries and an ammunition column.1 Their New Zealand Field Artillery counterparts provided similar foundation for the nascent New Zealand & Australian Division. In both countries, their ranks were swelled by citizen volunteers.
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Officers of the 5 th Battery, 2nd Australian Field Artillery Brigade, at lunch on the gunnery parade ground, Mena, Egypt, 1915 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





  The gunners embarked for Egypt with the remainder of the AIF for reception, staging and conduct of individual and collective training, ostensibly before continuing to France. While the AIF was raised for the European theatre, the rapidly worsening situation in the near east changed this priority in early 1915. With the failure of the Royal Navy and France’s Marine Nationale to force the Dardanelles Strait controlling the mouth of the Black Sea, the AIF’s fate now led to the Gallipoli peninsula to help secure the western shores of the Dardanelles in order to open the Bosporus and the route to the Ottoman Empire’s heartland.


Of the 1st Australian Divisional Artillery units, elements of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Field Artillery brigades all saw service during the Gallipoli campaign, with elements of the 1st and 2nd Field Artillery brigades also deployed to the Cape Helles beachhead, augmenting the British 29th Divisional Artillery there (Tables A.1 and A.2 in the Appendix provide detail on the AIF’s artillery at the outset of the conflict, and at Gallipoli respectively).2
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Landing at Anzac Beach, 25 April 1915 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





The artillery challenges on Gallipoli were diverse, and in many aspects never surmounted by the Australian forces, including engaging enemy guns effectively in the forbidding and exacting  terrain, using both land and naval gun assets. The Australian artillery employment at the ANZAC beachhead was also curtailed by the lack of suitable, secure gun positions in defilade to Ottoman fire, and the difficulties of engaging many of the Ottoman positions. The latter resulted from problems associated with crests interrupting the trajectory of the guns’ fire and the paucity of well-sited, authorised observers.3 The shortage of available Australian and New Zealand artillery and the limitations of their firing characteristics were compensated in part by the deployment of British and Indian mountain artillery guns and howitzers. These tactical challenges were all compounded by the immense logistic problems in sustaining such a force at considerable distance from Britain, in addition to the difficulties in traversing the beachhead and the inhospitable terrain above. For their part, the Ottoman artillery forces opposing them had a corresponding set of logistics, equipment, and command and control challenges.


The Gallipoli terrain had exposed the limitations of the Australian field batteries’ 18-pounder guns, and the organisational anomalies between the AFA and other British Empire armies’ artillery. While still an effective piece, the 18-pounder’s low, flat trajectory and single charge system restricted its engagement of targets located behind crests. It also accentuated the ‘zone of fire’ created by the fall of shot of the gun, and thus reduced the gun’s relative effectiveness when engaging troops in narrow, deep trenches with frontal (that is, perpendicular to the line of trenches) fire.4 Field artillery, therefore, needed a complementary field piece with the calibre, range and high trajectory that could effectively engage targets that the 18-pounders could not. For these reasons, and equally for the sake of commonality with British Empire artillery units in anticipation of service on the Western Front, it was decided, on withdrawal from Gallipoli, to restructure each artillery brigade.5 This included increasing the number of field batteries from three to four, and raising a 4.5-inch howitzer brigade of three batteries within each divisional artillery (howitzers having the ability to fire a high-angle trajectory, negating crest clearance problems).6
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One of the 9th Battery, 3rd Australian Field Artillery Brigade guns in action at Anzac, engaging the Ottoman gun known as ‘Beachy Bill’, 1 July 1915 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





  Withdrawing from the Gallipoli peninsula in December 1915, the AIF set about reorganising itself for deployment to France and the Western Front. The scale of this task was colossal, and involved a duplication of two Australian infantry divisions and the formation of a New Zealand division, along with augmentation and reorganisation for headquarters at all levels, as well as corps troops units. Meanwhile, the 3rd Australian Division would be formed in Australia and sent to England to train. Once assembled in France, all five Australian divisions, together with the New Zealand Division, would form the fighting echelons of I and II Anzac Corps.


The increase in the number of divisional artilleries and the need to raise previously unformed howitzer brigades in all of them placed great demands on manning reinforcement for the AFA, despite the recruitment in Australia of many former militia artillerymen. Each newly formed howitzer battery required a nucleus of experienced personnel from the original field artillery brigades, while cadres were also needed for the formation of four new entire divisional artilleries.  The raising of two siege batteries in Australia largely from RAGA personnel as a corps-level asset also occurred at this time and, on their formation, the batteries sailed for England to await issue of their heavy howitzers (see Appendix, Table A.3).7
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18-pounder detachment gunnery training prior to embarkation for France, Tel-el-Kebir, Egypt, March 1915 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





1914-15: BEF manoeuvre and firepower in France


Meanwhile, on the Western Front, British artillery was learning how to fight a modern war with indirect fire at extended ranges. At the outset of the war, all allied artillery weapons were outclassed by the German 5.9-inch howitzer, and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) struggled to field sufficient medium and heavy artillery to match it. The majority of the allied pieces were guns, and their flat trajectories severely curtailed their deployment in reverse slope positions. This led to a dilemma: either allied gun positions were placed on forward slopes in view of the enemy, or in covered or defiladed positions to the rear, which tended to increase the distance between the gun and the front line and hampered communication between observer and gun position and the range of targets that could be engaged.8


  The widespread lack of instant, direct communication between gun position and observer led to the development of ‘SOS’ mission procedures by the end of 1914. After an agreed-on flare signal, the supporting battery(ies) closest to the unit requiring urgent assistance would fire 20 rounds, followed by two rounds per gun, per minute at the most likely enemy approach until further information could be obtained.9


In defensive operations, SOS barrages provided an answer to the lack of instant communication; yet finding a solution for offensive operations was far more complex. One of the most critical stages in any attack is the assault, and thus, the effectiveness of the covering fire that supports the assault is crucial. As the form of the attack itself evolved through the Great War, so too did the assault barrage fire plan. Often, one influenced the other. The method of application of fire in the assault initially used in 1914 and until early 1915 was known as a ‘straight’ or ‘linear’ barrage, and comprised engaging a series of progressively distant targets at arbitrary intervals. At the time, German defences were comparatively hastily prepared, with no requirement for sophisticated preparatory bombardments or covering fire — which was fortuitous, as artillery staff would have been incapable of designing commensurately sophisticated fire plans.10


In 1915, as part of its return to the offensive, the British Army conducted a set-piece corps-level attack at Neuve Chapelle from 10 to 12 March in an attempt to pierce the German line. A number of radical artillery tactical innovations were employed, in particular, the short length of preparatory bombardment (35 minutes), which was at odds with the developing practice. This, combined with the disguised registration of howitzers over a period of weeks, and the use of specially produced aerial photograph maps for those howitzers to fire onto trenches and depth targets using predicted fire, was at the cutting edge of artillery doctrine. However, there was a more fundamental innovation employed at Neuve Chapelle. Late in 1914, British doctrine for supporting attacks stated that batteries engaging enemy positions should ‘endeavour temporarily to disturb the enemy’s aim and reduce the volume and effect of his fire so as to afford its  own infantry the opportunity of gaining ground.’11 Put another way, positions should be ‘neutralised’ (preventing the enemy from taking effective action, or at least severely impeding his operations) rather than destroyed.


In addition, some field guns returned to pre-war tactics and were used in direct fire roles against wire obstacles.12 This made best use of the characteristics of the shrapnel round, in a role where its fuze could be accurately and swiftly set, and of the 18-pounder’s flat, fast trajectory. However, although the wire was cut successfully, the shells of the howitzers firing on the trenches fell ineffectively during the assault due to problems with ammunition inconsistency, poor calibration and inaccuracies in the fire prediction process. Nevertheless, the preliminary bombardment neutralised the defence for long enough, and initial objectives were achieved. The British were soon forced back, however, due to the narrowness of the front on which they had attacked (leaving themselves open to fire and counter-attack from three sides) and a lack of defensive fire for their new positions.13


The British experience at Neuve Chapelle formed the basis for the artillery tactics in vogue when the AFA arrived in France in spring 1916, but not necessarily in a positive manner. The experiment was deemed to have failed, and a belief emerged that total destruction of defences was essential, rather than correcting the faults in execution of the neutralisation approach. Consequently, a doctrine of destruction was adopted — a process often conducted over weeks before an attack began, heedless of surprise and regardless of the fact that total neutralisation was not being achieved. In some ways the necessity for the artillery to register targets and cut any wire in support of an attack contributed to this focus on destruction, because it meant that surprise was inevitably compromised.


At Festubert in May 1915, the BEF attempted destruction with a long preparatory bombardment of 60 hours, but it was not heavy enough, and lacked concentration. At Loos in September, a four-day preliminary bombardment was used, ostensibly with a focus on destruction, but having little concentration or flexibility due  to its command and control arrangements, in which individual divisional commanders were allocated their own guns. Thus, with neither synchronisation nor concentration of force, the result was dissipated.14


Other aspects of British fire plans evolved throughout 1915. The linear barrage, for instance, was soon replaced by the ‘lifting’ barrage, which engaged the length of the trench with parallel belts of fire, concentrating on areas of concern. Though more complex than its predecessor, this method of barrage was still hampered by inaccuracies in fire direction, both predicted, prior to the assault, and observed, during the assault.15 Innovations and advances in British battle planning, and their supporting fire plans and employment of artillery continued in the lead-up to the Somme Offensive of 1916.


1916: Solving the Trench Deadlock


The AIF arrived on the Western Front in the spring of 1916, a larger and more powerful force than that which had left the Gallipoli peninsula at the end of 1915. Restructuring of the AFA continued on its arrival in France, with the howitzer brigades disestablished, one howitzer battery joining each of the field artillery brigades, and the former howitzer brigades becoming field brigades (see Appendix, Table A.4). In the summer, Australian artillery would be thrown into the Battle of the Somme, the combined British and French offensive in Picardy, which commenced on 1 July. The battle was intended to incorporate the lessons learned from the previous year and achieve a decisive victory on the Western Front.


By mid-1916, BEF artillery had fully committed to a destruction approach, with no attempt at surprise prior to an assault. Wire-cutting was viewed as an essential task, but there was little artillery adviser input to fire plan design or construction at divisional headquarters — a fact that would become evident to the Australians at Pozières during the third stage of the Somme Offensive. A ratio of one gun per 75 yards (69 metres) along the 20,000-yard (18,200-metre) assault front was at times increased to 1:40 yards. However, the shortage of shells resulted in dissipation and lack of concentration — even though the  increased use of airborne observation posts had improved accuracy in some instances. The destruction sought was not achieved, nor indeed surprise nor neutralisation.16
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Officers of the 49th Battery, 13th Australian Field Artillery Brigade, arrive at Armentières, June 1916 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





While British and Dominion artillery had learned much in the first years of the war, predicted fire remained rudimentary even by 1916, and many of the novel aspects of fire prediction technique were still being ignored by artillery planners of the time, or the equipment and expertise required for the successful application of these techniques were not available. Counter-battery fire had rarely been practised in 1915 due to the ineffectiveness of contemporary methods of acquiring locations of hostile batteries, and a lack of emphasis on winning what became known as the ‘depth battle’ — the engagement of targets located deep inside enemy territory, as a means of affecting the battle at the front line.17 At this time, the techniques of flash-spotting and sound-ranging were still little more than theories, and not widely regarded as viable doctrine until later in the war.18  None of the combatants in the Great War wholly attained the ability to accurately open fire at ‘fire for effect’ before late 1917, and primarily employed ‘ranging’ to adjust fire onto the plotted coordinates of a target.


By 1916, however, other changes had become apparent. The creation of a corps-level artillery commander in British Army structures assisted in the orchestration of burgeoning artillery resources (both in number and in calibre) at divisional, corps and army levels, at the same time as the growth in employment of aircraft for observation of fire and for artillery intelligence. Preliminary bombardments stretched for days (even weeks in the case of the Battle of the Somme) in an attempt to ensure the destruction of enemy soldiers and field defences. Technological advances in firepower such as destructive effect, accuracy, target prediction and fire-planning design and calculation were pursued relentlessly throughout this period. Yet, used in isolation and in incomplete or sporadic fashion, these innovations merely added to overall lethality, without leading to a wholly successful competitive advantage.


The Australian involvement in the Somme Offensive in 1916 differed from their experience the previous year. Australian soldiers were pitted against an adversary with a far greater destructive capability than the Ottomans had ever possessed. In this complex environment the Australian gunners first truly tested their mettle. In the crucible of Pozières, Australian commanders, staff planners and soldiers gained harsh experience in the importance of careful artillery staff planning and battle preparation, and more responsive artillery command and control. At Pozières, inadequate prediction of German gun locations failed to silence them for the attack. In addition, communications difficulties between infantry commanders and the guns impeded their responsiveness and led to significant casualties in protecting the ground gained from German infantry counter-attacks and counter-penetration bombardments.19


After Pozières and the wider Somme offensive, a new method of arranging the assault barrage was devised and adopted by the end of 1916, the ‘piled-up barrage’. This constituted parallel lines of fire  advancing — the same as in its predecessor ‘creeping barrage’ used during the Somme — but on reaching the enemy lines, it would be concentrated, thus ‘piling up’ as it became effective. Its shortfalls lay in its inability to treat unseen targets, and the longer duration it required to treat the same objective. British counter-battery fire planning also slowly improved as the Somme Offensive continued, although divisional artilleries were still too short-staffed to design and control counter-bombardment, and lacked the guns to effectively engage at their level.20


However, improvements were made in other areas, such as providing ‘superimposition’ of additional fire units within the fire plan. This practice, based on improved communications between gun locations and forward artillery commanders and observers, allowed guns to respond to an unexpected call for fire without creating a ‘hole’ in the barrage.21 The benefit of these latest innovations would soon be seen. More importantly for the Australians, they would see how effective these and other lessons learned in artillery staff planning could be in the coming battles.


Meanwhile, as the field artillery grappled with the bewildering array of novel technology and tactics that accompanied the adoption of indirect firepower on land, a parallel story was unfolding at sea. Similar revolutions in gunnery engagements between naval surface forces were occurring as commanders strove to master their concept of over-the-horizon warfare, and exploration of the air, sea and subsea domains to prosecute war and wield firepower had accelerated. In the air, it had also became evident that a new branch of anti-aircraft artillery was required to counter the unprecedented threat from above, at the same time that this third dimension in warfare presented novel advantages in the prosecution of firepower on land.


On the Western Front, the AFA continued its metamorphosis in structure as well as in technical procedure. Five additional howitzer batteries were formed from mid-1916 to complete those field artillery brigades that remained under-strength, along with the raising of heavy and medium trench mortar batteries (as shown in Appendix, Table A.5).


  1917: Resort to Attrition and Debut of All-arms Cooperation


The massive offensives of the Somme and Verdun in 1916 had exacted a heavy toll on both the Entente and Central Powers. Even though the brutal and blunt attempts of 1916 were tactically inconclusive, the concurrent efforts to refine the technology of firepower had brought some improvements in its application: the institutionalisation of artillery intelligence as a discrete function, quality of munitions design and production, and refinements to ballistics calculation. The experience of 1916 also reinforced the idea that destruction was the means to break the trench deadlock.


The honing of the art of the defensive battle on both sides had kept pace with the offensive, including ingenuity in fortifications and defensive systems, counter-attack and counter-bombardment techniques and execution. At the end of 1916, new British doctrine showed a change in fire plan construction to reflect a better, more balanced treatment between counter-battery, enemy infantry and obstacles, with the field batteries devoted to covering barrages, and destruction of obstacles and counter-battery fire left to the howitzers and heavy guns.22 Finally learning from the Germans’ effective counter-attack bombardments, engaging depth targets (behind front lines) before, during and after an assault was now accorded increased importance. From late 1916, planners preferred to employ high explosive (HE) to cut wire, but the instantaneous fuzes necessary only became available in sufficient quantities in time for the bombardments at the Battle of Arras in April-May 1917.23


While prematurely heralded as a guaranteed circuit-breaker to trench deadlock, the advent of the tank had yet to yield discrete and wholesale success, and remained beset by mechanical and tactical failures for much of the year to come. As a result, destruction remained the predominant aim of all supporting fire plans on the Western Front in 1917, and neutralisation would not supplant this until November that year.24 The ‘creeping barrage’ evolved from the ‘piled-up’ barrage, successive barrage lines remaining parallel, but now they were shaped so as to engage the German line simultaneously.25
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Australian howitzer battery (possibly the 104th Howitzer Battery, 4th Australian Field Artillery Brigade), October 1917 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





  In artillery tactics, then as now, surprise was attempted with the use of feints and deception barrages, but the lengthy preliminary bombardments remained. Through 1917, artillery intelligence and target acquisition were often still unable to guarantee accurate opening assault barrages, which impeded attempts at surprise during attacks. Thus the Germans were able to counter by adopting a localised form of mobile defence and defence in depth, employing machine-guns at maximum ranges, and the massive allied bombardments often flailed at empty soil.26 At continuing cost to mobility during exploitation and even during the assault, and notwithstanding the spiralling expenditure in ammunition, the offensives of 1917 were clumsy bludgeons that succeeded, if at all, through brute force alone.


The first major British offensive of 1917 was the Battle of Arras, an operation in support of the French Nivelle Offensive, commencing in April. The British artillery plan for Arras exhibited some changes from the Somme. New instantaneous HE fuzes and smoke shells were becoming more available, and the introduction of better staffed corps artillery branches permitted more centralised and largely improved command and control; however, communications remained tenuous  between artillery, infantry and now the new tanks — especially after advances had been made — and frequently inhibited successes.27


The AIF’s part in the Arras offensive comprised the first and second battles of Bullecourt (11 April and 3–17 May respectively) and featured, in the first battle, the Australians’ initial exposure to tanks. The Bullecourt battles were costly, with innovations imperfectly implemented and earlier lessons not fully adopted. Besides epitomising the prevalent communication shortfalls between infantry, tanks and artillery, smoke was not employed throughout, and fire-planning design was still rushed, and continued to underplay the importance of counter-battery work and defensive fires against counter-attack.28 The experience produced a bitter legacy for the AIF. Besides a lack of trust in the new tank as an effective weapon, faith was shaken in the capability of the British and Australian staff planners to conduct and win battles.


After Bullecourt, the AIF enjoyed a welcome period of rest during the summer months before preparing to deploy to Flanders to take part in the Third Battle of Ypres. A precursor battle at Messines from 7 to 14 June was required to set the conditions for the main offensive to commence on 31 July. Under the detailed planning of General Herbert Plumer’s Second Army, the attack at Messines Ridge was successful and famously included the detonation of 19 immense mines under the ridge in addition to a standard preparatory bombardment. II Anzac Corps’ assault, involving the New Zealand Division and the 3rd and 4th Australian divisions, exploited surprise, shock and economy of forces, while careful attention to counterbattery fire at headquarters II Anzac and divisional artillery levels throughout ensured the advances were secured. Messines’ tactical and strategic success rightly garnered significant interest in its postoperation reports.29


The subsequent offensive in Flanders (the Third Battle of Ypres) from July to November 1917 showed a considerable shift in emphasis towards counter-battery fire and its preceding artillery intelligence and target acquisition activity — although initially, the prolonged counter-battery duels were won more through overmatch and weight  of fire in massive preliminary bombardments than precision.30 While Australian artillery had been involved in the offensive since its opening, Australian divisions were first used in operations at Menin Road on 20 September. For this operation, artillery commanders used pre-planned and ranged preparatory fire, as well as meticulous flanking, depth, cut-off and defensive fire plans to generate a complex, concentrated mass of fire to protect the assaulting infantry. Such detailed firepower planning, carefully integrated with the infantry assaults, was repeated successfully at Polygon Wood on 26 September and Broodseinde Ridge on 4 October, before poor weather brought the offensive to a bloody standstill.
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Menin Road from the Ramparts, August 1917 (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





A final British battle for 1917 was a portent of things to come. The Battle of Cambrai was fought from 20 November to 7 December and heavily featured tanks in the initial stages. The introduction of the tank would eventually revolutionise artillery employment and the application of firepower overall. With the task of destruction of close-range obstacles now left to the tanks, there was no need for long preliminary bombardments to degrade these defences. Further progress had been made in meteorology,   survey, and calibration and thus, also in the computation of predicted fire.31 The quality and quantity of smoke and gas shells had increased rapidly, allowing their effective employment as a neutralising means. Using effective predicted fire, attacks could be mounted with surprise, with the field artillery providing a creeping barrage to neutralise the defenders by keeping them under cover until the attackers were upon them, and increasingly, with the use of smoke ammunition to blind the German anti-tank defences. The heavier guns, taking advantage of the same improvements in predicted fire and assisted by advances in air observation and sound-ranging, were also able to concentrate on counter-battery and the depth battle.32 So began a steady migration towards the aim of neutralising rather than destroying the enemy.


In addition, the increasing incidence of allotment of artillery outside corps theatres encouraged the formation of independent field artillery brigades held at corps level that could be swiftly reallotted to a division without interfering with other divisional artillery resources. This added tremendously to the flexibility of employment of artillery, and was underpinned by ongoing improvement in calculation of target grids, effective circulation of recorded target information, but also in the vital step of placing all battery firing positions in sympathy with one another trigonometrically — that is, on the same map survey grid.


The final major restructure of the AIF’s AFA assets thus incorporated raising an independent Australian Army field artillery brigade, and was effectively implemented with the formation of the Australian Corps on 1 November 1917. Consequently, the AFA ended the war virtually as an integral entity within the Australian Corps Artillery (See Appendix, Table A.6).33 It would remain to be seen how prudently the Australian staff and artillery commanders could apply these organisational, command and control improvements.


The winter of 1917–18 saw the demise of ‘destruction’ as an effective artillery tactic on both sides. This was brought about not only by the experiences of the year’s battles, but also with the  appearance of an opposing champion for neutralisation. Colonel Georg Bruchmüller, artillery commander to General von Hutier on the Eastern Front, was transferred to Ludendorffs headquarters in the west following the Russian Army’s collapse after the battle of Riga, in which Bruchmüller’s recently perfected artillery tactics figured prominently.34 Earlier in 1916, German gunners on the Eastern Front had independently developed covering artillery fire tactics similar to creeping barrages, then exported and employed them at Verdun.35 Meanwhile, the journey of the French artillery during the war to this point had taken a similar path in the rate of change, albeit with different reactions to those of their British counterparts and German adversaries.


Bruchmüller’s technique consisted of grouping artillery into four divisions: ‘Counter-infantry groups’ (Infantriebekämpfungsartillerie — IKA), directed at enemy infantry positions and primarily used for support to the infantry, which accounted for one-fifth of the artillery assets; ‘Counter-artillery groups’ (Artilleriebekämpfungsartillerie — AKA) to neutralise enemy artillery employed in counter-battery operations, accounting for three-quarters of artillery assets; ‘Long-range artillery groups’ (Fernkämpfartillerie — FEKA) to interdict reserves and other deep targets for harassing fire; while ‘Special heavy artillery groups’ (SchwersteFlachfeuerartillerie — SCHWEFLA), used to conduct highly selective destruction missions against critical high-value targets for interdiction tasks comprised the remainder.36 The emphasis on counter-battery and depth targets is obvious in the proportions allotted to each of these divisions. Together, these resources were employed in the production of an unexpected hurricane bombardment at zero hour, with no preliminary fire, and all earlier ranging shots to adjust targets hidden in the normal, daily exchange of artillery fire.


1918: Breakthrough and Return to Manoeuvre


At the start of 1918, Germany was presented with a compelling case to strike decisively to end the stalemate on the Western Front. The Eastern Front had collapsed and Russia had signed an armistice,  freeing dozens of German divisions for reassignment to France. However, the United States of America had also entered the war in April the previous year, releasing vast quantities of war materiel, and was now poised to field expeditionary forces from mid-1918. At the same time, growing shortages of foodstuffs and strategic war materiel were hampering German combat effectiveness, making it increasingly difficult to support a decisive offensive logistically.


At the tactical level, the Germans had also continued to largely keep pace with the allied powers’ improvements in military technology and their application. Revisions in defensive tactics, techniques and procedures matched and countered British and French efforts at destruction, while German staffs in France studied innovations in Bruchmüller’s application of offensive firepower devised on the Eastern Front. The 1917 winter conditions had been unusually poor, delaying any prospect for a build-up and unleashing of a German offensive until the following spring. Bruchmüller’s tactics were duly imported into the West the following year with devastating success, and formed the basis for all artillery support to the German Spring Offensive commencing on 21 March 1918.37


Despite the shock and heavy cost of the Germans’ tactical success during the Spring Offensive, the Allies were quick to appreciate this approach and style of warfare. Indeed, as a divisional commander, then Major-General John Monash had been lecturing his troops on von Hutier’s and Bruchmüller’s tactics as early as 1917, before the latter’s arrival on the Western Front in France.38 With his appointment as commander of the Australian Corps in June 1918, Monash would soon have the opportunity to demonstrate his interpretation of this new style of warfare. The Battle of Hamel has often been described as the model from which the procedures for modern all-arms cooperation stem, and the detailed planning and control of the artillery was an important aspect that was repeated and improved in the subsequent battles. Specifically, the choice of targets for the preparatory bombardment, the coordination of the barrage with the assault, and the cunning use of a variety of ammunition types throughout the entire attack brought together  a host of lessons learnt during the war on both sides of no man’s land.


The 4th Australian Division provided the assaulting troops, supported by the 5th British Tank Brigade and the recently formed Australian Corps Artillery which, for this battle, was allotted the following resources: 13 brigades of heavy artillery, four allotted specifically, and 29 brigades of field artillery from the British 17th and 47th divisions, as well as the elements of every divisional artillery within the Corps.39 In contrast to earlier battle preparations — especially those for Second Bullecourt — the entire fire support for the Battle of Hamel was contained in one single fire plan. It not only included heavy and field artillery, but also trench mortars of all calibres, heavy machine-guns, tanks and air support. As Monash himself said, this ensured that ‘everyone would follow the same sheet of music’.40 The fire plan bore only a passing resemblance to those hurriedly staffed by the commanders and headquarters staffs at Pozières two years previously. The preparatory fire for the assault was limited to four minutes, and included a deadly cocktail of gas and smoke shell, with smoke only as part of the covering barrage — repeating a ruse Monash had previously used.41 The smokescreen itself was elaborately planned, laid at three different levels to hamper observers at all altitudes.42


Monash demanded that the target acquisition processes of sound-ranging and flash-spotting be employed to their fullest extent in the lead-up to Hamel, and detailed aerial photographs be disseminated. German gun positions were to be engaged prior and during the assault by the bulk of the heavy artillery allotted.43 One battery of 9.2-inch howitzers was even tasked to fire delay-fuzed rounds across the assault area to provide sheltering shell holes for the attacking infantry.44 Interdiction missions targeting German resupply routes and reinforcement positions were also a priority, compared to the fire allocated to destroy enemy wire.45


The communications between forward observers and gun positions for Hamel were the best prepared to that time. For the first time recorded, forward observer parties at Hamel and  Vaire Wood made use of wireless communications, in a major advance in the passage of orders to the guns, while the supporting Australian Flying Corps (AFC) and Royal Flying Corps (RFC) pilots were painstakingly briefed on tactical objectives and, as observers, to which batteries they would address their fire orders.46 Collectively, aerial artillery spotters, air-dropping and ground attack contributions had a disproportionate influence and impact at Hamel, and the subsequent Hundred Days offensive. By 1918, virtually all Australian (and British) artillery work was supported by integrated air assets.47




[image: ]


Aerial photograph of Le Hamel, 21 May 1918, prior to the battle (H.O. Caddy Album, Cutler Research Centre, RAAHC).





  Monash understood the necessity for predicted fire targets to be engaged accurately, and allowed his artillery time for registration of predicted targets. This was disguised by the firing of registration missions during targets of opportunity engaged by forward observers, and the everyday ‘search-and-sweep missions’ that methodically engaged the German lines.48 German defenders were also deceived by ‘harassment’, and ‘interdiction’ tasks, engaging rest areas, railheads and resupply dumps, continued until zero hour, thus giving no indication of the impending assault.49


Despite every effort to ensure the accuracy of the artillery fire, there were instances of inaccurate fire and, due to the closeness with which the infantry was following the barrage, a number of friendly casualties resulted. Nevertheless, this was the exception, with the remainder falling remarkably accurately.50 The smokescreen was particularly effective as the screen was placed right along the whole of the front, hiding even where the axis of the assault lay.51 However, one of the most notable aspects of the assault, and of the exploitation afterwards, was the lack of German artillery fire. The counter-battery fire plan had been most successful, silencing the German batteries for over six hours.52


The Battle of Hamel bears an uncanny resemblance to the ill-fated Battle of Neuve Chapelle, over three years earlier. Both were small-scale, limited objective, set-piece battles, both fire plans used short preparatory bombardments, and both concentrated on depth targets using predicted fire. In contrast, despite similarly sophisticated fire planning and effective treatment of targets, the desperate stakes for the Germans in their Spring Offensive had led their High Command to overextend their irreplaceable combat forces towards untenable objectives.
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Equipment

Calibre

Weight

Maximum Range

Ammunition

Weight

Natures

18-pounder
QF field gun

3.3 inch
(84 mm)

Mk I-I: 2912
Ib (1321 k)

Mk I-IT: 6500
yards (5940 m)

Mk IV: 3531 b
(1602 kg)

Mk IV: 10900
yards (9970 m)

181b
(82kg)

High explosive
(HE), shrapnel,
smoke, star,
chemical

4.5-inch QF
field howitzer

4.5 inch
(114 mm)

3009 1b (1365
kg)

7300 yards (6675

m)

351b
(159kg)

HE, shrapnel,
smoke, star,
chemical,
incendiary

8-inch BL

howitzer

8 inch
(203.2 mm)

Mk I-V: 30,683
Ib (13,918 ke)

10,500 yards
(9600 m)

MK VI: 19,107
Ib (8667 kg)

10,760 yards
(9838 m)

Tractor

200 Ib
(90.7 kg)

HE, shrapnel

9.2-inch BL
howitzer

9.2 inch
(234 mm)

Mk : 29,932 Ib
(13,577 kg)

Mk I: 10,060
yards (12,740 m)

Mk IT: 36,288
1b (16,460 kg)

Mk II: 13,935
yards (12,740 m)

Tractor






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
CLASH o s
GODS*WAR

AUSTRALIAN ARTILLERY
AND THE FIREPOWER LESSONS
OF THE GREAT WAR

WLDIgSypUbIShing com.au

Edited by
William Westerman & Nicholas Floyd





OEBPS/Images/copyimg.jpg
THTEINT A catalogue record for this

book s avallable from the

NaToNA
MUIARY  National Library of Australa





OEBPS/Images/p0028.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p0024.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p0027.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
dited by
William Westerman & Nicholas.






OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
CLASH
GODS*WAR

AUSTRALIAN ARTILLERY
AND THE FIREPOWER LESSONS
OF THE GREAT WAR

Edited by
William Westerman & Nicholas Floyd





