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THE TANK CORPS

CHAPTER I

A BRIEF ACCOUNT OF THE TANK, ITS (BEW AND ITS
TACTICAL FUNCTIONS, AS THEY WERE AT TIIR
DATE OF THRE ARMIRTICH

I

THE secrets of the Tark Corps have heen so well
kept that there are few civilians vwho even now %mow
anything of Tanks or their crews beyond what might
be learned from photographs, or a distant view of
“Eghert” or some other War Dond or Olrmnpian
Tank.

The Censorship has seen to it that the civilian has
had no opportunity of making himself familiar wilh
the tactical opportunities ard problems that the nse
of Tanks has introduced or with the conditions under
which Tank crews fight.

It is for the civilian reader that the present chapter
is intended. Ile is to be given some idea of the ouk
tree before he is invited to dissect the acorn.

If he has no idea of the appearance and habils of
the Tanks that fought at the Canal du
pushed back the enemy at Mormal, he cax
pected to thrill as he should over the vieigsit
the first converted Holt Tractor. TFor to one whe had
never seen the engine of a through express the history
of “Puffing Billy” would almost certainly prove in-
sufferably tedious.

b5
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The anthors, therefore, propose to deal, very briefly,
with the modern Tank before plunging the reader into
the dark ages of 1914, where, to pursuc our analogy,
Watt’s kettle-lid and the “ Rocket™ dwell obscurely.

11

Every detail of Tank Corps’ training, equipment, and
tacties has heen modified in view of some limitation
or opportunity arising from the structure of the Tank
itself. Therefore, though this book is principally con-
cerned with the development of the Tank Corps rather
than with the intricote evolution of the Tanks them-
selves, the reader will find it necessary to have a gen-
eral idea of the construction and workings of the dif-
ferent types of machine.

Tt would indeed be as idle to describe the anatomy
of a snail or a lobster without mention of its shell, as
to endeavour to separate the story of the Tank Corps
from that of its Tanks,

When the War ended in November, 1318, there were,
besides obsolete types which were still nsed for such
work as carrying and the towing of supply sledges,
three main types of Tank. First, the Mark V., which
was 26 ft. long, 8 ft. 4 in. wide, weighed 27 tons, and
had a horse-poiver of 150. The Male Tanks carried two
g-pounder guns, and one Hotchkiss gnn. The Female
cavried five Hotehkiss machine-guns and no 6-pounder
guns,
" The Mark V. Star—This Tank resembled the Mark
V., except that it had a Tength of 32 ff. 6 in.,, and was
designed for the transport of infantry and for the
traversing of trenches too wide for the Mark V. Each
had a normal sneed of about five miles an hour, and
was protected by armour up to five-eigiits of an inch
thick.
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They were both so Cesigned as to turn easily at their
maximum speed, and carried attaciments for use on
soft ground, which increased the grip of the tracks.

Each was fought by a crew consisting of a subaltern
and seven men, three drivers (two of whom normally
fought the Hotchkiss guns), and three gunners.

The third type was the Whippet, The tracks were
nearly as long as those of a heavy Tank, but the body
had been reduced to a small cab perched at the bhack,
rather as an urchin rides a donkey. It was armed with
two machine-guns, managed by a crew of three men,
and developed a speed of seven miles an hour. “hip-
pets were designed for use as raiders and in conjunc-
tion with cavalry. In practice, however, the cavalry
was seldom able to act with them. Partly in conse-
quence of this, partly owing to the state cf open war-
fare being of such short duration, the Whippets,
though having brilliant feats to their credit (see the
exploits of “ Musical Box,” Chapter XIII), remained
creatures of promise rather than of achievement.

111

As a rule Male Mark V. Tapks were used against
Pill-Boxes and other “strong points,” while the special
work of Female Tanks was to deal with hestile infan-
try (for example, by sifting astride and thus enfilading
their trenches), and then to finish the prorcess of flat-
tening the enemy’s wire which the K Male Tanks had
begun.

All three types of Tank were canable of gning across
country. That is to say they could, for example, follow
a pack of hounds anywhere, cxcept perhans in the Fens.

Ditches, heavy plough, banks, walls, hedges, or fences
could all be negotiated.

Tanks could also go over many obstacles—notably



25 . TR TANK CORP

over wire—where the Field, even were they willing
¢ to take 2 windmill in the harbour of the chase,” must
go round.

Rut ags a2 moment’s reflection will show, there must
remain in every country certain features which will
prove absolute harriers to the progress of Tanks.

Chief among these are canals and deep rivers (unless
spannert by sirong bridges), very steep railway cut-
tings, railway embankments, maysh, or woods in which
the frees are too strong to be pushed over, and too
denge-sel £o be steered through.

Resides these natural, or at least civilian, obstacles,
there will be inevitable military obstacics in any coun-
zry that has been foucht over.

or example, old half-blown-in trench systerns make
;rr(,um? “awkward,” and Tanks operale at extreme
disadvantage in country like that round ¥pres, which
was by 1017 a contfinuous network of water-logged shell
and mine craters, with no original ground left at all.

Again, by the close of hostilities the unmber of anti-
Tank devices emploved by the Germans was very con-
siderable.  They paid the new arm the compliment of
an intricate system of defence and counter-offence
which included concealed Tank traps made on the
maodel of elephant-pits, formidable double-traversed
trenches, g branch of special anti-Tank artillery,
heavity reinforced concrete stockades, and an elaborate
gvstem of land mines.

CWith o many obstacles to aveid er to negotiate, with
their fate often hanging upon a prompt and accurate
nse of their guns, the erew ingide the Tank were doomed
By the conditions under which thev fought to an almost
inevedibly limited view of the surrounding world.

When the tlaps were closed (see diagram show-
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ing interior of a Mark V. Tank), as thev had to he
directly the Tank came under close fire, the crew were
in almost complete darkness, and had to reiy upon
their periscope or, alternatively, npon minute eye-heles
(about the size of the capital O’s used in this text)
bored through the armour-plating. I the fivre was at
all heavy the periscope was usually quickly put out of
action, and the officer and gunners had oanly the ex-
tremely limited view afforded by these holes.

They were thus almost entirely dependent npon their
maps, the special Tank compass, and upon the ioferma-
tion which a preliminary reconnaissance of the gro
had given them.

This circumstance not only profoundly medificdd the
training of the officers and erews, but also necessitated
the organisation of what was almost a new service.
This service was the “ Reconnaissance” braneh of the
Intelligence. When the Tank Corps was ordeved to
take part in an aftack, the Reconnaissance Stalf was
responsible for the preliminary survey of the proposed
battle site for a report as to where and how Tanks
could best operate, and finally for a series of detailed
maps and sketches. In these maps and sketches the
route of every individual Tank was set forth {rom
landmark to landmark, together with the assigned ob-
jectives of each machine and the obstacles which it was
likely to encounter. These maps and sketches were
compiled from aerial surveys, captured German maps
and documents, information gained from local inhabit-
ants, accounts given by prisoners, the oviginal Ord-
nance survey, and from personal reconnaissance. TNy
1918 this system had been so developed that the
infantry ecame to rely almost entirely upon their ac-
companying Tanks for direction.
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This added greatly to the importance and vesponsi-
Wility of the work both of Tank Reconnaissance officers
and of commanders.

iv

Topographical information can oniy he adequately
conveved to a more or less trained receiver, and it was
therefbre found necessary to add an elementary course
on Reconnaissance to the already long list of subjects
in which the members of every Tank cvew must train.
The erew were an assemhiage of experfs

An averace of ahoul a month was spent by every sol-
dier at the traj ning denots and battleprawtice grounds.
Tere each man did abont ten days eourse as a driver
or gunnev, learned revolver-shooling, signalling, and
the inanagement of corrier pigeons, and went through
a oas course. In view of the probability of casualties,
each man was alse eiven a working knowledge of
every other man’s joh.  DRnt west vital of all—the con-
ditions nwnder which Tank erews fonghl being out of
the common trying and arduous—the =cheme of train
ing aimed at creating a high sense of dixcipline; that
esprit de corps and that tradition of valour which
teaches men to endure the unendurable.

This snoreme end it achieved, as a pernsal of the Tank
Corps Tlonenrs List will show.

S‘ﬁ(:h, then, were the Tanks and theiv crews in the
antumn of 1918,

Tn the pages which follow, the readoer will see from
how cmd:: an embrye the Tank sprang. and through
what hair-breadth escapes alike from ofticial overlaying
and annihilation by the enemy, it passed in the four
years of which we arve about to relate the history.

CHAPTER 11

THE EARLIEST TANKS—GENERAL SWINTON—ADMIRAL
BACON—THE HOLT TRACTOR AND THE EVOLUTION
OF THE “ LAND CRUISER”

I

THE War had only been in progress for a few weeks
when the first idea of the first Tank wos born alwmost
simultaneously in the minds of Geners] 0. 1. Swinton,
Major Tulloeh, Captain Tietherington snd Mz, Diplock,
and—if we are to belicve ¥vmour aud their own aceount
of the affair—of several hwindreds of siher genilemen.

“Born ” is perhaps not quite the appropriate word.
At any rate it is to be understood, if not in a Piek-
wickian, at least in a Pythagorean sense.

For by 1914 the Tank had successively passed
through several tentative and incomnclusive incarna-
tions.

In 1482 Leonardo da Vinci invented a kind of Tank; *
a wooden “ War Cart” was used by the Scoftish in the
fifteenth century.+

There were dexigus for a Tank for the Crimea, but
the project of this weapon was abandoned as being bar-
barous. Lastly, a really practical design for a kind of

*“T am building sceure and covered chariots which are invulnerable,
and when they advance with their guns into the midst of the foe even
the largest enemy masses must retreat. and behind them the infantry
can follow in safety and without opposition.”

+1t differed from an ordinary chariot in that the two little fat
hollow-backed horses, which are depicted as providing the motive power.
were like the crew, enclosed within the wooden armour.

31



CHAPTER IX

THF TIIIRD BATTLE OF YPRES

“Onenched in a horgy Syrtis, neither sea
Nor good dry land-—nigh foundered. on he fares,
Treading the crude consistence; half on foot.”
Paradise Lost.

Tre night of July 36 was dark and wet, and towards

mm-nina a fine mizzling rain blurred the outlines of the
ar shells that 1it up the lires. Along fifteen miles of
f ront the English and German guns had roared against
each other all night.

The waiting men shivered in their wet assembly
trenches,

About three o’clock on the morning of the 31st there
was a lull in the firing. A Jow =oaking blanket of Scoteh
mist had crept up and lay heavily enfolding the oppos-
ing avmice. Zero hour was drawing near. All along
the front, men were feeling for the little footholds above
the ﬁre-step.

At 3.50 the streaming darkness was rent along the
seven miles of attack. Thermite and blazing oil flared
out, and such a harrage as had not vet heen crashed
apoen the enemy’s line, and infantry and Tanks scram-
bled and Iurched in the darkeess in and out of shell-
holes over the torn and slimy ground.

The German front line fell at once along the whole
seven miles. Until nearly eieht o’clock men and Tanks
conld hawdly get through the mud fast enouch to come
to grips with the enemy. On each Corps front there
weve many machines that got ditched on the cnemy front

138
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line as they nosed about here and there,
up lurking machine-gun nests and snipers.

There some of them remained stuck fusf, not having
seen the main body of the enemy at all, so immediate had
heen his retreat.

His artillery was, however, active enough, .fz_m'i as the
Tanks floundered or stuek utterly in the mud, hix guns
and his low-flying aeroplanes took steady t »11.

All morning we pressed on, the ememy Cemmand
patiently conserving the power of its armies,

The doings of a group of Tanks belonging to the 3
Brigade give an extraordinarily good idea of
of the action. They were fighting on the 1%t
front.

king fo moep

* ¢ At 11.30 am. message was received that a Bat-
talion of Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders were held
up on the right. Tank ¢ Canada’ meved in this dirce-
tion and silenced enemy machine-guns in the 'mzh s;(v
Embankment, assisted by the Tank * {uidic
When patrolling in front of the infan 1y
were consolidating, Tank Dbellied.

“ At the same time enemy barrage came down, and
both Tank ¢ Canada’ and Tank *Cuidich'n Rich’ re-
ceived direct hits. TMive of the crew remained with the
infantry, and assisted in repelling a connfer-attack, two
of the men being wounnded.

“. . . Tank ‘Cape Colony ’ avvived of Low Parm
and proceeded in front of the infantry. Cowe under
heavy shell-fire and bellied. Whilst unditehing, Tanks
¢Cyprus’ and ¢ Culloden’ were ohserved 7 nder heavy
fire from anti-Tank guns, which were in posifion en the
high ground Dbevond. DBoth ‘Cyrprus’ and ¢ ‘ulioden’
were seen to be hit.

“¢Cape Colony’ then came under heavy M.Gi. a’h*e
from both flanks. On request of infaptry ¢ Cane Colony’

* 3rd Battalion History.



140 THE TANK CORPS

proceeded to a wood on right flank, where they were
held up.

« Although not fired upon from the Tank, several
enemy machine gunners surrendered to the infantry, on
seeing the Tank approach. ¢Cape Colony’ now turned
N.E. towards Beck House, where a good view of anti-
Pank guns, which had been shelling ¢ Cyprus’ and ¢ Cul-
loden,’” was obtained. Whilst manwuvring to take these
guns in flank or rear, the Tank sank in a swamp, water
rising to the engine cover. Boche aeroplanes circled low
overhead whilst unsuccessful attempts were made to
unditch. Enemy shelling then became very heavy, so
Lewis guns were taken out and Tank locked up.

« _ . . I'lag Tank ‘ Cumbrae’ was delayed half an
bour by bellying in a trench near Bill Cottage, went in
front of the infantry towards second objective. Opened
fire on enemy who were disappearing in direction of
Delva Farm. Ground was quite water-logged, and Tank
bellied in a borrow pit. Whilst digging out was fired
at by a sniper, and by an aeroplane flying low overhead.
Time was then zero plus 9 hours (i.e., 12.50 p.m.).

«_ . . Tank ¢Caithness’ came under sniper and
machine-gun fire near Beck House. No bullets pene-
trated armour-plating. Proceeded in company with
Tank ¢ Carstairs, which silenced enemy M.G. fire. Cam-
eron Highlanders then advanced, and Tauk followed,
bellied near Zonnebeke Stream. Mud was up to floor
level and door of sponson was pushed off its hinges.
Epemy aeroplane circled overhead, and fired on them
whilst attempting to unditch. Eventually Tank ¢ Car-
stairs’ came to the rescue, and Tank was get clear.

« _ . ., Tapk ‘Culloden’ had her unditching gear
carvied away by barbed wire near Hill Cottage. Un-
ditehing beam was recovered, but again broke lose, until
secured with rope. Just west of Frost House shell burst
under front of Tank. Whilst crossing light railway
half-way between I'rost House and Square Farm, a
second shell hit roof door and killed one gunner. Tank
stopped, and it was found petrol pressure pipe was cut.
Time 9.15 a.n. A third shell struck behind right spon-
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son. Crew were withdrawn from Tank. aud took up a
position in shell-holes near Square FFarm. Taunk was
still being shelled, undoubtedly by an anti-Tank gun,
about ten shells being fired at it in five minutes, six of
which hit the Tank.

“Tank ¢ Cyprus’ was then seen to be hit hy the same
anti-Tank gun. At 10.15 a.m. survivors of Tanks ¢ Cul-
loden’ and ¢ Cyprus,’ together with undamaged Lewis
guns, withdrew to Battalion Rallying Peint. after

pigeon messages had been despatched reporting the
situation.

“. Tank ¢ Carstairs ’ arrived at Black Line near
Beck House, but infantry had not then arvived.

“Tank soon bellied in boggy ground. but was un-
ditched successfully. Just west of Borry I"avmm Tank
¢Caithness ’ was found badly bellied, and with unditeh-
ing gear lost.

“ Having been informed by 6th Cameron ITighlanders
that the second objective had heen captured, Tank ¢ Car-
stairs’ hitched on to Tank ¢ Caithness’ and towed it
out. Enemy shell-fire was extremely heavy, and an
aeroplane flew over, firing at crew with machine-guns
during the operation.

“ Instructions were then received to return to Bat-
talion Rallying Point.”

Another very gallant action was fought by & Tauk
crew also belonging to this Battalion.

They started the battle in a Tank named ¢«
Canny ” under command of Lieutenant H. P. M. Jones,
who was killed near Wilde Wood. The crew carried
on under command of Corporal Jenkins until about 11
p.m., when the Tank ¢ bellied” hopelessiy. Corporal
Jenkins withdrew his Lewis guns and crew. and. placing
some of them on the top of the Tank and some on the
ground, kept up an effective fire on the enemy, who were
then attempting a small counter-attack.

He then transferred his men to another Tank,
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“ﬁck 5 ’“lyoe too, stuch in tue mmnel and proved
inextr Lcable e and his crew then returned on foot
to their Battalion Rallying Point.

WWith the 18th Corps, the 1st Brigade Tanks were on
several oceasions signalled for by fairly distant parties
of infantry, who proceeded to “set”™ thenmy at strong
points that were giving trouble. This syriem worked
extremely well, and had a particularly impressive moral
efiect on the enemy. Several occasions ave recorded
on which enemy garrisons did not wait lfor the Tank
which had Dbeen thus ¢ whistled up 7 to get near enough
to fire, but surrendersd as soon as they saw it
coming.

Onr advance had continued for about fen hours, that
ig, t111 nearly three in the afternoon, when our enterprise
seemed to have succeeded.

As early as nine in the morning we held the whole of
our second objective north of Westhoek.

By the afternoon we had entered 8t. Julien. Frezen-
berg and the Pommern Redenbt, and had taken the
crossings of the Steenbeek and Stirling Castle.

Glencorse Wood and Inverness Copse had proved
more diffienit, bnt even here we held a footing on the
#idee,

We had “riven the oak,” we were now to feel the
foree of the rebound.

That afterncon in a downpour of rain the enemy
counteratiacked along the fronts of all three Corps.
There was a flerce struggle, in which in many instances
ks were able to do a good deal of exeention.

We were gshelled ont of St Julien. North of it we
withdreow o the line of the RHteenbeek, and we were

9
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obliged to fall back from all buf the western outskiris
of Westhoek.

All afternoon we slowly lost ground, vet when night
fell we could still boast a battle well begun. It was.
after all, never meant teo be a one-day attack, and to-
morrow we should start well. YWe had evervrwhere taken
and held our first objective, that is, the low mnddy ridge
from which the enemy had so closely threatened the
original Ypres arena.

The second flat valley and the higher ridge from Pas-
schendaele to Staden now lay before us.

At Jeast we were in a good position for to-morrow’s
attack. Mr. Buchan thus in effect analyses our gains:

Along two-thirds of our line of attack we held onr
first objectives. On half of the vemaining {hird we had
only fallen just short of our final ebjective. On the re-
maining sixth we had even slightly exceeded onr final
objective. We had Desides taken 000 priseners and a
quantity of machine-guns.

It

All that night the enemy counter-attacked us dop-
gedly, resolved upon driving us down again. AN night
we fought to keep what we had woun, and nrepared th
redoubled blow that we meant to deliver next dayv,

That blow was destined mever to be struck. The

wind that brought the rain blew cut cur hopes of victory,

* “ The weather had been threatening throughout the
[first] day, and had rendered the work of our aeroplanes
very difficult from the commencement of the battie.
During the afternoon, while fighting was stilt in prog-
ress, rain began, and fell steadily all night.

e Thereafter for four days. the rain continned with-

* From Sir Douglas Hai,c:’s Despateh.
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out cessation. . . . The low-lying, clayey soil, torn by
shells and sodden with rain, turned to a succession of
vast muddy pools. The valleys of the choked and over-
flowing sireams were speedily transformed into long
stretehes of bog, impassable excent by a few well-defined
tracks, which became marks for the enemy’s artillery.
To leave these tracks was to risk death by drowning,
and in the conrse of the subsequent fighting on several
occasions both men and pack animals were lost in this
way. In these conditions operations of any magnitude
became impossible, and the resumption of our offensive
was necessarily postponed until a period of fine weather
should allow the ground to recover. As had Dbeen the
case in the Arras battle, this unavoidable delay in the
development of our offensive was of the greatest service
to the epemy. Valuable time was lest, the troops op-
posed to us were able to recover from the disorganisa-
tion produced by our first attack, and the enemy was
given the opportunity to bring up reinforcements.”

It was neavly a fortnight before the 5th Army could
again attack.

The disappointment of the Higher Command was
acute; acufe, too, were the physical and mental miseries
suffered during that fortnight by the Tank Corps and
all the other arms engaged.

Their magnificent efforts, their sacrifices. were of no
avail. There they lay day after day, drenched by the
inexorahle rain, those in the forward area half choked
in {he rising streams of liquid mud.

It was in no sunny frame of mind that the 5th Army
Meadguarters Staff read the verdict of the three Corps
upon the day’s work «done by the Tanks.

The three Summaries were agreed thal the courage
and perseverance shown by Tapk personrel had been
admirable.

One Corps, however, had given way thoroughly to the
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spirit of the time. They practically reported that Tanks
had been of no use to any one, aud morcover that they
were never likely to be. %With the 30th Division they
had been unable to deal with certain machine-gun em-
placement; with the 24th they had been late, they al-
ways drew enemy shell-fire; and with the Sth Division
one Tank bhad even lost direction and been reported as
firing on our own men.

Another Corps had found Tapks helpful, and said al?
they could for them.

Tanks had greatly assisted the Gordons and Black
Watch at Frezenberg, they had dealt effectively with
concrete dug-outs; with the I5th Division they had
broken the wave of an enemy counter-attack at Win-
nipeg, and everywhere their moral eifect on the enemy
had been of great assistance. Twenty-four Tanks had
been put out of action by bad going or shell-five.

A third Corps with fewer machines had iz many cases
reached their objective without being held up. The
Tanks had in these cases mevely {olinwed the infantry,
but they reported that withont Tanks the capture of *he
strongly wired position of Alberta woeuld have cost the
39th Division dear, and that on the Steenbeck near
Ferdinand Farm the enemy, who had bolted at the mere
sight of a Tank, had Leen “ dealt with ™ at ease with a
machine-gun by infantry of the 51st Rivision.

Upon these Summaries and nnon later failures the
Commander of the 5th Army was subsequently to base
a generally unfavourable report npon Tanks.

The report may be condensed into a simple syllo-
gism —

1. Tanks were unable to negotiate bad ground.
2. The ground on a battlefiel:} will always be bad.
3. Therefore Tanks are no good on a battlefield.
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e added to this, that heing no longer a surprise
to the enemy, e considered that Tanks had lost their
moral effect, and had no value used in masses.

This report was moet ofticialiy presented for some
weeks, but the Iligher Tank Command mwt early have
perceived the drift of allairs, The events of the first
day and the manner in which those evon‘-l:: were inter-
preted gave only teo mnch data to the prephetic spirit.
The junior Tank personnel knew little of what was going
on. Like Burns’s mouvse, they were onlv touched by
the present, the throwing away of what Jad cost them
so many weeks of toil. To the igher Tank Command
was reserved Burns's own fate:

“But, och! T hackward caxt my ee
(y prosprels drear!
And forward, tho’ T eauna see,
I guess and fear.”

What would be the results of the initial ill-success of
the battle, and of the fuxther Tank failures which seemed
only too probable when an advance which had begun so
ill was continued, after perhaps two or three inches more
rain?

How were the final arbiters, G.I1.Q. and the War
Cabinet, going to regard such failures? Tanks had been
employved under grotesque conditions, and after all, they
had failed in common with every other arm. Were the
events of the next few weeks to be disasfrous enough to
consign them irrevocably to Bottomless Perdition?

At best their hopes of expansion would most probably
be nipped. Their establishment would be reduced, and
Tanks would be used in pelifs paquets again, by ones
and twos as they had been in the past, Lbecause, once
more, there would never be enough machives for an
effective action.
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As the days wore on, aud the rain continued (at the
rate often of an inch a day), one of these alternafive
fates seemed inevitable.

The gloomy surmises of the Tark Teadnmarters Staff
were only too well founded. The f_vtum"-tl s were in
fact suffering from one of the worst eold Afs which the
pilots of the Tank Corps at howe ond ahroad ever en-
dured.

Tank Corps Headquarters heard it all. They knew
well enough that in well-informed but irvesponsible
London circles the remark, I hear the Tanks are go-
ing to be abolished,” was a common one; that often in
such gossip circumstances of person and date would be
added.

For all this they had no certain refutation. If eonly
Tanks could even now do something that wowuld ecatch
the eye of authority. Some lttle “show 7 exploit. Some-
thing that would at least make a snmn
tion unlikely. The hattie woult d huve ‘.‘.O he continued
some day. Tanks would have to play their part, but in
that intolerable swamp was it Iikely that they wonld
do anything except engnll themselves—Iiterally and
metaphorically—yet deeper than hefore?

There, however, lay the r"'anks best hope,  Chance
and their own exertions might bring themy a snecess
even in Flanders.

v condemna-

881

Thirty-six Tanks belonging to the ist
mained in Army Reserye. On Auvgns!
having-heen less wet for a day ov two. the
considerable of 5 sevies of renewed attacks was o be
made.

q g
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Twelve Tanks were Lo co-operate with the infantry on
the Langemarck-8t. Julien {ront.

On the night of the 13th the Tanks began to move

up. The roads were already congested with other traffie,
and the Tanks were not to he allowed to make use of
them.

*“The country they had to traverse was all very
deep in mud, and the Tanks wallowed on their bellies
in ground too soft for the tracks to hold. The approach
was continued during the following night, but in spite
of the repecated use of wnditching beams, the mutual
help of Tauvks in towing each othev, and the valuable
assistance of a Tunnelling Company, it was recognised
on the 15th that none but the four leading Tanks could
hope to reach the line in time to take part in the battle.
These four made strenuous efforts to complete the jour-
ney the next night, but without success. None of them
eould overcome the difficultics of the ground, and the
infantry had to go into attack without them.”

The infantry attacked, and after the action a nest of
pill-box strongholds north-east of St. Julien still re-
mained untaken.

Like yost of these little fortresses, they had been
extremely skilfully placed. An unwary advance would
be trapped in their wire just within convenient range of
their machine-guns.

They were so small, scattered, and well concealed as
to be almost impossible targets for heavy cuns, and as
they were buiit of reinforced concrete at least three feet
thick, the ordinary high-explosive shell thrown by a field
gurn bad no effect upon them,

This particular nest consisted of four pill-boxes of
more thap average size.

* From the History of 7th Battalion.
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Three of them were hidden in the ruins of furmsteads.
That in the Mont du Hibou was mapned by a garrison
of about eighty men, and the Cockerolt was still more
strongly held. Triangle IFarm and Hillock Farm were
slightly smaller. It was essential that they should be
taken, and General Sir Ivor Maxse, commanding the
18th Corps, was informed by the Brigadiers concerned
that their capture would probably cost us 600 to 1000
casualties. He and Colonel Baker-Carr (ecommanding
1st Brigade of Tanks) then considered the possibility
of a Tank attack.

Colonel Baker-Carr, admirably undismayed by the
dismal events of the 16th, optimistically guaranteed the
fortresses at half the estimated cost to the infantry, and
the attack was arradged. One innovation he specially
asked for. There was to be no shelling, but he was te
be granted the concealment of a smeoke havrage. Having
once decided to entrust the affair to the Tanks, General
Maxse was zealous to give them every possibie chance
of success and did not hesitate to modify his orders to
suit their considered demands. Only twelve Tanks were
to be employed, and they and their iutantvy were to
ase the roads for as far as these served them. Celonel
Baker-Carr decided to form a composite Company [rom
«G” (7th) DBattalion under the commuud of dajor
Broome.

The resulting action, small as were the numbers en-
gaged, will ever find a place in the annals of the Tank
Corps.

* « Ip gpite of the appalling condition of the ground,

for it had now been raining steadily i three weeks,
a very memorable feat of arms was achieved.”

The four strong points were trivmphantly cavtured.
*W.IN.
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* 4 Phenomonald 1'“%”“.«' were ohiained af very little
cost, for insicad of GO0 {o 1080 casualties, the infantry
following the Tanks only sustained fifteen!” )

At 4.45 am. on themorning of Augnst 19, the artillery
isolated the doomed stromgholds in c}.(r-‘-z.r.s of dense
smoke,

The action had been carefully rehearsed. Two Tanks
were to be used ggainst each pili-hox, and they were to
take them in rear, so wlriking where fhe 3mf,,\ were most
vulnerable, and at the same time cafting off the garri-
son’s retreat.

Just before six o'¢lock the enveloping maneuvre was
complete, and the first pill-box—%tillock IFarm—fell,
nearly all its garrison having fled.

At 615 two Tapks reached the Mont du Hibou, and
fired forty rounds frem {heir G-pounder guns into the
hack door of the stronghold. Sixty of the parrisen fled,
of whom about half eczeaped or were shot down, and
the rest surrendered to the i try as soon ag it came

Ti‘i?mplo Parm fell ten minuntes afterwards., The gar-

rison had put up a f against the Tunks and our
mntrv killed them all, mestly with the bayvonet.
A s 1 1s
At the Cockerolt the facking Tank + “ot ditched

within fifty yards of ifs vietim. But at «ight of it the
garrison of over 160 « 'ﬂ;ii‘:w:'ﬁt‘.\'.' The ’.7:)‘:!1( and its

1

infantry immediately opened fire with their Lewis guns,
and irore than half the fagilives fell,

then consolidated the Cockeroft.
captnie of all objectives,

e T v = o AT G : .
'1: second Tank detailed for this strong peint had—in common

the two reserve Tanks—bellied er beeoms ditched on the way up
cial Summary.
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« The Tanks waited till consolidation was well for-
ward before returning.

« Casualties—Infantry : no killed, 13 wounded.

«Tapk Persopnel—Killed: Officers, none; other
Ranks, 2. Wounded: Officers, 25 other Ranks, ins

In one of the strong points we fonnd a (ferman officer
who had been hauged by his men.
The St. Julien attack, as it was afterwards called,
proved a sufficient counterblast to the 5th Avmy veport.
The friends of the Tank Corps 'Hdﬂv the most of i
It was a brilliant little expleit, and ouce br '\.mvhf,
notice, the casualty figures pleaded too ioudly to he
ignored.

It is probably no exaggeration to say that it was in
some measure to the Tanks which won the 1
of St. Julien that the Tank Corps owed the opporinnity
of winning the Battle of Cambral.

v
From August 22 till October 9, by which time hope of
British success at ¥pres had been more ov less aband-
oned, the Tanks Zought in ahout a dozen minor actions.
They made almost as many move unavailing afiempts
to fight. Like the vest of the .Army. they spent much
vain labour and knew the weariness of much frustrated
effort. They made elaborate and toilsome movements in
preparation for attacks which wore never lannehed
They struggled night after night to get np to some bat 30
which eventually had to take place w Hhont them, Tanks
had now invariably to move upon the veads, as the
ground between had finally and defipitely heen reduced
¢ roads maturally formed

to impassable swamp.
standing targets for the German grmners. e lost

<
™

heavily in men and machines. General Iilles had erig-
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inallv estimated that one machine in two would get into
effective action. Now, in view of the appalling ground
conditions, he revised this, only reckoning on one ma-
chine in ften getting into eflective contact with the
enemy. This medest estimate was as a matter of fact
seldom exceeded. :

Whenever Tanks did get into acfion, however, they
usually did well, though rarely decisively, in spite of
the standard of extracvdinary courage which was stead-
fastly maintained by the crews.

The briefest review of most of these depressing little
engagements is all that need be given. They were re-
markable for nothing except the heroic patience shown
day affer day by cvery arm of our attacking forces.

On August 22 a minor attack was launched by all
three Corps. Small parties of Tanks fought with each.

With the 2nd Corps in Glencorse Wood four Tanks
of the 2nd Brigade were of some service, and did con-
siderable execution.

Vith the 19k Corps eighteen Tanks of the 3rd Bri-
gade were uscd on the off-chance of their being able to
reach the objectives. The going was more than ordi-
narily atrocious, the whole of the Frezenberg-Zonne-
beke road baving been shot away. One Tank fought a
very rewmarkable action, engaging the enemy near “ Gal-

lipoli ” for sixty-eight hours.

With the 18/h Corps twelve Tanks of the 1st Brigade
headed an altack on Biilow IFarm, Vancouver, Winni-
peg, and other strong points. They proved useful, and
several Tanks were in action for longish periods.

Two things are vemarkable alout this operation: first,
that every Tank which ventured to leave the road in-
stantly bellied. One was “drowned” in six or seven
feet of water,
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enemy morel. In several instanees pai . i
surrendered at the sight of theom. Puironess i taetd
examination said that they could have held np infantry,
but ¢ felt helpless against Tunks.”

Next day, on August 23, four Znd Drignde |
into action near Inverness Copse. The (“,"”':::'Zm‘x Iz;u’.'
had to be undertaken in a hmrry, Hadson svas buud, anud
the attack a failure. . . N

On August 26 four Tanks fought with t‘gn 23rd 1-?:-
vision in the neighbourhood of Jerk Ilouse (near (ilen-
corse Wood). The morning was misty. and an enemy
shell unfortunately exploded a ¢mp of smoke bHombs

TR WoeD
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‘just behind our lines. The attack was g failure, That

3 [} = wrhyed oy 4+,
night an inch of rain fell, and four Tanks which weve 1o

have operated with the 14th Division next day, August
27th, never reached their starting-point. Thirteen men

were wounded and an officer killed on thie way up.

Nearly three weeks elapsed before Tanks were a;:;‘:in
in action, and several battalions from t.ho.;’nf’x, apd Ard
Brigades were moved back to a new frainipg aren neav
Arras. A certain mumber of “Replacement
were issued to remaining battalions. The 1st Bria
stood ready in ecase they shouid be wanterd af .xrit(»::"é;
notice, but no attacks of any sort were 1:‘»7..:11."31:\%}. nroh-
ably partly on account of weather, and varily hoeanse
a section of the Hth Army {ront was in process of trans-
fer to the 2nd Army. . '

By the middle of September the relief had been com-
pleted, and again we endeavoured fo pross en

On September 20 a fairly successful assanll was made
along the whole line. 2nd Brigade Tanks took part neaxy
Inverness Copse. and 1st Briga
and Wurst Farms. Dut the ground being known o he

de Tapks near Triaugie
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unusually appalling in both areas, they had been given
minor parts. These parts they played with fair success,
and they undoubtedly scared the enemy & good deal.
On the 13th Corps front 3rd Battalion Tanks had rather
better Inck.

The efforts made by the crews to get {o the battle
at all were superhuman.

Trees had been felled across the road by the enemy,
resting breast high on their branches and the tall stumps
from which they were not complefely sovered. At
Wurst Farm also this kind of obstacle had lieen opposed
to the Tanks—the butts of the trees lying obliquely and
at a slope, forming a barrier very difficult to surmount.

1f one leading machine got into difficulties struggling
in the dark through or over these cbstacles, the whole
string of Tanks behind would be hung up. the deep
swamps on either hand making it impossible fo leave the
road.

The Tanks, however, arrived, and are veported to
have “inflicted many casualties.”

On September 26 fifteen Tanks operates near Zonne-
beke Village. The attack was not a success, though the
Tanks did a great deal of good work.

On October 4 took place the last two actions of this
battle in which Tanks succeeded in playing a pavt. The
first was fought by twelve Tanks of the 1st Ririgade, who
had the honeur of taking part in the captnre of Poel-
capelle. It was a most successful little attack, and after
reducing three sirong points which guarded the out-
skirts, the Tanks hunted through the main street and
out beyond the village.

In the other action four Tanks of the 1st Battalion
were to fake part in an attaek upnon Juniper Cottage on
the line of the Reutelbeek,
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action, it was ennobled by atfording the huckeronnd to
one of the most patiently courageous aciicns of the
War.

It was on October 4 that Captain Relertson fell upon
completing a service for which he was posthupinusly
awarded the V.C,

Tanks and infantry were to endeavour to c¢ress the
Reutelbeek and drive the enemy from the positions which
they held on the further haunk,

There was only one bridge over the mavshy stream.
If, in the half-light of the early morning and in the
confusion of battle, they missed this erossing-place. their
one chance of success was gone,

Captain Robertson, the officer commanding the see-
tion of Tanks, early realised that heve lay the crux of
the little operation for whose success he was vespoansible.
For three days and nights he and his sevvant, Private
Allen (subsequently awarded the 3L weni enve-
fully backwards and forwards over the ground under
heavy fire, taping the reutes for the Tanks.

Working without a brealk. this fask feck him wntil
half-past nine on the nizht hefere the action,

It was time to get the machines up.

He started out at onece again with his ”
weather was dark and misty, and from fuside n Tank
was impossible te see the way over the heavily shelle
ground. Captain Rebevtson therefore walked ahead;
they reached the assembly point in good iime, and at
6 a.m. on October 4 he led them into aciion.

In imagining the rest of the story we ave to vemember
that Captain Robertsen had already been corlinuousiy
under fire and without sleep for three dayvs and nichts.

The roads and every other landmark had all heen
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wined ounh by e ghelling, but the bridge still stood.

vinin Ileherison still Ted his Tanks on {oot, facing
shells an intense close-range machine-gun
“itle Hre. 1le must have known that to go forward
o oot means cortain death,

1Te and }riq convoy were by now well ahead of the
ety giding them at  foot's pace fomasds thelr b

A 2 them at s pace towards their ob-
lociive.

They 1'0'1(*119«] the bridge, and cne by one the Tanks
crossod over, 1Me led them on towards a road that would
take them straight up to the enemy positions, the ma-
chine-gun fire growing more and more intense as they
advanced,

They reached the road, and as they reached if, Cap-
iain Robertsou at last fell, shot through the head.

But the Tanks went on, and succeeded in their mis-
gion. The object for which Captain Robertson had so
tleliberately saerifieed his life was achieved.

The 2nd and 3rd Brigades had by now gone back to
Arvas to vefib their machines, and to replenish their
ranks. The ist Brigade, however, made twe more efforts
to take part in the fighting. The hattle was by now
reengnised as a serious British check. The Germans’
“elastic tactics” and the weather had together delayed
us for so long that they had defeated us.

' We had inflicted heavy logses on the enemy, and had
in the act snffered still more severely ourselves.

One hopes of clearing the coast were gone,

AL the end of fen wecks we had achieved gains which
hatl heen on the programme for the first fn;tnight.

The wihole plan of campaign had to be reconsidered,
a1l {0 take Passchendacle must now bhe our nultimate am-
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On October 7 two Tanks weve fo operate ah il of
their infantry and endeavonr to cantnre twe foriifl
farms. Halfway to their objertive a dorelict
blocked the way, and the two advancing machines be-
came ditched on trying to make a ditomr. Iy the
time they had been undifched it was ton late fo
go om.

On the 9th eight Tanks were to have attacked =lrony
points on the Poeleapelle Roa ad. At "mh’-w;m‘ on ihe
night of the 8th—9th they star ted for theiv obi 3

The road was everywhere encumbered with blown-nn
limbers and the bodies of dead teams.

Large shell-holes had heen blown in it

The Tanks managed to get on as far as the U eolegpelis
cross-roads, but the enemy then began tn she a1 the vou!
heavily. The leading Tank ditched in a new shell-hole,
the second Tank as it waited to pass was sei on fire by
a direct hit.

These two wrecks formed o comp!
advance of the rest of the column.

No way being found by which the surviving Tanks
could circumvent the obstacle, and the shelling having
grown hotter, it was decided to return.

But they had not gone fax on the return jonrney when
they discovered that on the way up the last m: ~~‘;..n~ > of
the column had somehow fouled an old develict Tunk.
The remaining machines were trapped, and  eonld
neither go forward nor back.

The efforts of their crews proved vain, and they were
all five lost, some being hit by enemy shells and the erews
killed or wounded, and some ditched in vain offoris to
make their escape across countiy.

The enemy continued to shell the voad, which was ene

we were obliged to use, and it was a work

cte Darricr o the

| extreme



158 T TANK CORDPS

hazard and difficulty to clear it of the wrecks by which
it was completely blocked.

The work was, however, performed. Every night for
a week Major G. L. Wilkes,* the Ist Brigade Engineer,
used to 2o up the road as far as he conld in a Tank.
Then he would get out and work till morning. Most of
the wrecks he blew up, some he and his small party of
men were able to tip over into the swawmp.

The scene on the first of these expediﬁ{}ns i thus de-
scribed by an engineer officer who accompanied him:

« _ _ Lo .

guus ve not going fo lire. I waded up the
road, which was swimming in a foot or two of slush;
frequently T would stumble into a shell-liole hiddenhb 7
th_e mud. The road was a complete shamblox aml Strewg
with débris, broken vehicles, dead and dving horses and
men; I must have passed hondreds of them as well as
bits of men and animals littered everywhere, As T
neared Poelcapelie our guns started to fire: at once the
German_\s replied, pouring shells on and areund the road
the flashes of the bursting shells were alj round me f
cannot describe what it felt like; the nearest dpDI'o.ztcli
to a picture I can give is that it was like standing in the
centre of the flame of a gigantic Primus srove.b As T
near:ed the derelict Tauks, the scene herame truly ép-
palling: wonnded men lay drowned in the mud others
were stumbling and falling through exhavstion, others
Cl‘{i“’h,“’:ﬁ and rested themselves up agains! the Eiead to
raise themselves a little above the mud. ©On reaching
the Tanks { fonnd them surrounded by the dead an8
dying: men had crawled to them for what shelter they
would afford.  The nearvest Tank was a Female, Her
l_ef‘u sponson doers were open.  Out of these protruded
four pairs of less; exhausted and wounded men had
sought refuge in this machine and dead and dvine lay
in a jumblod heap inside.” T

£ Mn.jo_r Wilkes was awarded the D.8.0. for this piece of work.

g R g st A Sy
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So ended the tragedy of Octoher 9, the last of a series
of hopeless adventures.

A few Tanks were later moved un to a new railhead,
with the hope that better weather might enable them te
take part in the final attack on Passchendacle, the at-
tack which was to end the Flanders offensive. But the
weather did not mend, and it was without the help of
Tanks that by a final effort the heights of P*assechen-
daele were stormed and taken in the first week of No-
vember. We lheld our gains, The high ground was
ours, the weary armies might rest, and the tragic night-
mare of the Third Battle of Ypres was over at last.

When time brought the verdict of the Official Despateh
upon the work of the Tanks, it was peither an nnjust
nor an unkindly one:—

¥« Although throughout the major part of the Ypres
battle, and especially in its later stages, the condition
of the ground made the use of Tanks difficult or impos-
sible, yet whenever circumstances weve in any way fa-
vourable, and even when they were not, very gaitant and
valuable work has been accomplished by Tank Com-
manders and crews on a great number of oceasions.
Long before the cenciusion of the Flanders oifensive
these new instruments had proved their worth, and
amply justified the labour, material and personnel di-
verted to their construction and development.”

It was not to be long befove the orps had an oppor-
tunity of proving their worth indeed.

*8ir Douglas Haig's Despatch.



