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“...The tank proper was a freak. The Once the breakthrough occurred, yet surprising, given the fact that Haig
circumstances which called it into ex- then, “and only then,” Orgill stated, was the most supportive senior leader
istence were exceptional and are not“might the cavalry come into its owA.” regarding the tanks and early mecha-
likely to occur again. If they do, they But by the end of 1918, the British Ex- nized doctrine during the war itself.
can be dealt with by other means.” peditionary Force viewed the tank not The following quote portrays clearly

as a substitute for cavalry but as aHaig's opinion of the relationship be-

-MG Sir Louis Jackson, British Army wrecker of infantry morale. The British tween innovative mechanical weapons
maintained the philosophy that the tank and the traditional combination of in-
was auxiliary to both the infantry and fantry and cavalry:
the cavalry; useful for penetrating de-
fensive belts but incapable of assumingt
the role of a primary combat arm. As

As the Armor Force prepares to enter
the 21st century, some claim that there
is no longer a need for a standing force

of main battle tanks. These critics state .
: subsequent events showed, few British
that Operation Desert Storm was the military professionals during the inter-

last large-scale requirement for massec\Nar period wanted to replace either the

formations of armored vehicles, and . - :
that future conflicts will not need the :2‘;%:}%0%r cavalry with a mechanical to obtain a decision, their real function

services of our branch as it exists to- being to assist the infantry to get to
day. In the years following WWI, the Brit- grips with their opponents®”
" - ish Army remained steadfastly devoted
The British Army, successful in de- to the infantry and cavalry as its pri-
veloping, fielding, and employing ar- battlefield bat b hes. d
mored vehicles during WWI, turned its mary battefield combat branches, due
back on mechanized doctrine during in no small part to the opinion of senior

; : ; ilitary leaders like General Sir
the inter-war years and paid the price mi :
for its narrow-minded outlook on the Douglas Haig. In December 1918, he

ded his thoughts on the effective-
future of warfare. The study of mecha- '€€9r . _
nized doctrine development during the "eSS of the infantry, artillery, and cav-

- ; alry, based on his experiences with op-
period 1919-1939 is valuable for sev- o . :
eral reasons: it can provide historical erations like the Somme, Cambrai, and

perspective concerning the develop- Hamel. With regard to the infantry, he

ment of our branch, and it can reassure’ 1Ot Despite the enormous develop-

. ment of mechanical invention... the in-
;‘i'gnthg} ;heh :;%;rqgm( ig?égsﬁghﬁe{fﬁgp'fantry remains the backbone of defense

and the spearhead of the attatkde

new nor well-founded. credited the increase in the number of

In his book,The TankDouglas Orgill  artillery pieces and the amount of mu-
stated that operations between Julynitions, along with improved ranging
1916 and August 1918 focused the techniques, with fostering “the intimate
British General Staff on the real value cooperation between artillery and in-
of tanks in the offensive. By using fantry... which has been a marked fea-
tanks massed in formations of hun- ture of our operations.”"The cavalry,
dreds, the British hoped to overcome whether used for shock effect, “under
the effects of the battlefield stalemate suitable conditions,” or as mobile in-
on wide fronts. Appearing simultane- fantry, still had “an indispensable part
ously with this attitude was the need to to play in modern war.” While he gave ;
provide what had been lacking in pre- credit to the tanks for their role in f20(i4dltj?n7ks were operational and ready
vious operations, namely “an effective breaking through defenses, he was ada- Y-
reserve for the second, third, fourth, mant in his view that mechanical inno- These statistics would indicate that
and fifth days of the battle, so that a vations were useful only for supporting the British War Office believed the
breakthrough could be made throughthe primary branches. These opinionsneed for tanks had arisen out of re-
the whole depth of the front.” are both unmistakably traditional and quirements peculiar to the WWI battle-

“It should never be forgotten however
hat weapons of this character [motor
transport, heavy artillery, machine
guns, aeroplanes, tanks] are incapable
of effective independent action. They
do not in themselves possess the power

Clearly, Haig viewed the proper role
of the tank as being auxiliary to the in-
fantry. Because of opinions like these,
post-WWI mechanized development in
the British Army slowed dramatically
in comparison to the period between
1916 and 1918. During the last three
months of the war, the British em-
ployed tanks in large numbers along
the tactical models established at Cam-
brai and Amiens, with great success.
On August 21, 1918, they opened the
Battle of Bapaume with 190 tanks; on
September 27 the BEF launched a di-
rect attack on the Hindenburg Line
with 230 tanks, succeeding in advanc-
ing twenty miles in two weeks and
capturing 48,000 prisoners and 630
guns® And yet, in spite of the demon-
strated success of these and other tank
operations, by November 1918 roughly
fifty percent of the almost 2,000 tanks
used by the BEF since Amiens were
sent to the salvage yards to be
scrapped, and by Armistice Day only

8 ARMOR — March-April 1997



delay imposed by uncut wire; infantry
must protect tanks from the close range
fire of enemy field artillery and anti-
tank guns.*

Despite this kind of recognition for
the tanks and their potential, théeld
Service Regulationmaintained the tra-
ditional emphasis on the infantry and
cavalry as the primary combat maneu-
ver arms of the British Army. These
regulations set the tone for the inter-
war period of tactical development for
the British, and that tone specified that
traditional arms would retain the pri-
mary roles in offensive operations,
while artillery and tanks performed
support roles. By cutting through wire
and destroying enemy strongpoints,
tanks enabled the infantry to attack
without sacrificing the element of sur-
prise during preparatory artillery bom-

" . . . bardments. As a result, the use of tanks
Post-WWI British neglect of tank development handicapped their armored force well into reinforced the validity of the WWI

WWII. This Qrusadgr, shown being tested at I_:ort Knox in 1_942, weighed Jugt 18 tons, strategy of attrition because it increased

mounted an ineffective 37mm cannon, and still employed riveted armor, which had been the effectiveness of that strate

discredited because, when hit, the rivets flew around inside the fighting compartment. g : - gy
This,” said Larson, “was the conten-

tion that the theorists of armored war-
field and saw no need to maintain high which came together at war’s end to fare challenged and which forms the
levels of tank production once the war frame the British Army’s inter-war phi- focus of the tank controversy in the
was over. Because the tank hadlosophy concerning the role of the British Army during the inter-war
evolved in direct response to the prob-tanks and the need for standing tankyears.'? Fuller's work on this and
lems posed by trench warfare, and be-units. other writings continued theoretical
; : doctrine development and helped keep
The inter-war period for the : : ;
British Army wallas filled with the idea of mechanized offensive op-

debate over the changing roles erations alive.

British tanks fell victim to a combination of of the infantry, cavalry, and Liddell Hart was a British infantry of-
variables, a combination which | submit is mechanized arms. Historians ficer and a keen student of military his-
not terribly unlike that which we face today... Robert Larson, Charles Mes- tory who believed that future wars
senger, and Bryan Perret all de- would be shaped by the combined em-
vote significant time to discus- ployment of tanks, artillery, and air-
sions of this period; Larson be- craft. Forced to resign from the British
cause his central topic is pri- Army in 1924 for health reasons, he
cause the likelihood of another war marily the development of British turned to the full-time study of military
fought along the those same lines wasmechanized strategy after WWI, and operations from ancient Rome to 1918,
deemed slim, the Treasury saw no needviessenger and Perret because this pewriting for Encyclopedia Britannica
to invest the funds. In mid-November riod forms the foundation for their While researching this material, he de-
1918 the Ministry of Munitions can- analyses of blitzkrieg operations. Dur- veloped a concept of strategic opera-
celed all orders for the future produc- ing the inter-war period, even though tions he termed the “strategy of indirect
tion of 6,000 tanks. One senior officer, British tank production slowed dra- approach.” This strategy, as he outlined
Major-General Sir Louis Jackson, went matically and the Tank Corps remained in his work of the same title originally
so far as to state, “The tank proper wasnumerically small, doctrinal develop- published in 1929, involved more than
a freak. The circumstances which ment continued under visionaries like troop movement and supply routing on
called it into existence were excep- J.F.C. Fuller and B.H. Liddell Hart. the battlefield. Hart proposed a depar-
tional and are not likely to occur again. ; ; ture from the traditional European fron-
If they do, they can be dealt with by Fuller's work on the 1920 version of tal assault mindset to one circuitous in
other means®’ the British ArmyField Service Regula- both spirit and execution

' tions emphasized the tank’s firepower P '

Despite the successes of 1918, by theand mobility and specified that the He determined through his studies of
end of 1919 the British Tank Corps tanks’ missions in the attack were to: various successful military leaders,
consisted of only four battalions, down assist the advance of the infantry; de-such as Philip of Macedon, Alexander
from a wartime level of twenty-five stroy hostile tanks; and exploit any suc- the Great, Hannibal, Cromwell, and
battalions in 1918.British tanks fell cessl® He also stressed the necessityNapoleon, that throughout history “de-
victim to a combination of variables, a for constant coordination between cisive results in war have only been
combination which | submit is not ter- tanks and infantry: “Tanks must protect reached when the approach had been
ribly unlike that which we face today, infantry from machine gun fire and the indirect. In strategy, the longest way
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round is apt to be the shortest way
home."3

Liddell Hart became convinced that
in any major military operation, the op-
ponent who pursued a “direct ap-
proach,” that is, along the expecte

pointing results. He stated that “tof
move along the line of natural expecta
tion consolidates the opponent’s equif; r :
librium, and by stiffening it, augments [* £.28 e, ~ A 6‘!3:33
his resisting powert* He claimed that : '
his study of decisive military cam- |
paigns demonstrated that the dislocas
tion of the enemy’s psychological andfs
physical balance was the vital preludgss ==
to a successful attempt at his overf& =
throw!> One need only review the
trench warfare practices of WWI to
recognize the valldlty of the argument
against a_strictly “direct” approach to = =4
warfare. One can also imagine easily
the resistance which Liddell Hart faced
in his efforts to develop doctrine for
the future.

- 1“.‘-

The PzKwlIl medium tank, seen here in Russia in 1942, was the backbone of Germany’s
Panzer Corps early in WWIL. Its versatile design supported several generations of upgrade
during the course of the war, including improved armor and more powerful armament. Coher-
ent German armor doctrine maximized its effectiveness.

By 1933, the British Army was com-
prised of 136 infantry battalions, 20 operations, this study did much to fo- an offensive force based on the tank.
regular cavalry regiments, 21 Indian cus the potential of mechanized opera-General Heinz Guderian was among
cavalry regiments, 16 training regi- tions at the doctrinal level. The British the foremost of those leaders.
ments, and only four tank battaliof§s. Army, distracted by the debate between ; .
These unit allocations represent the realtraditionalists like Haig and visionaries Snuedrglr;a?ow"gsthEicufl'lrSttr?é tgenﬁﬁgﬁg
areas of tactical emphasis for the Brit- like Fuller and Liddell Hart, and re- gf the work gonepby I%luller angd Liddell
ish. The only real concession to the fu- stricted by the post-war economic de- Hart. He credited both men with pro-

ture of mechanization came viding him with his initial motivation
1937 that all the cavalry re il to pursue a working mechanized doc-
Y 19" Under Guderian’s leadership, each divi- trine:

ments would exchange their ;

horses for light tanks. These?’oz conta;/neds m;xtL;r e gf t?elavy and ”ﬁht “It was principally the books and ar-

tanks which, Orgill said, “if not NKs, molorized injantry baltalions, mecna- ticles of the Englishmen, Fuller, Liddell
Hart,...that excited my interest and

horses, at least looked like the{Ji26d engineers, mechanized - reconnais-
were the nearest thing availablg@/ce elements, field artillery units, and gave me food for thought. They envi-

to a mechanized horsg,"en- >/gnal units. sioned [the tank] in the relationship to
abled the cavalry to retain its the growing motorization of our age,
spirit as well as its role as a pri- and thus became the pioneers of a new

mary combat arm. Yet, it is plain to see pression, took note of Hart's work, but type of warfare on the largest scalg.”
that the traditional combination of in- made minimal progress towards prepar-
fantry and cavalry remained the back-ing the Tank Corps for the future. Supported by the principles outlined
bone of the British Army during the in- While the British were thus stymied, in Fuller and Liddell Hart. and WWI
ter-war period. the Germans devoted great energy andexperiences at the hands of the British
resources to developing a mechanizedtanks, Guderian succeeded in convinc-
Liddell Hart's study is significant be- force with the tank as its foundation. In ing Hitler of the potential success to be
cause he maintained that, with correct1936, the British Army fielded 209 gained by organizing entire units of
employment, the tank was admirably light tanks and 166 medium tanks in its tanks and mechanized infantry under
suited for much more than infantry four battalions. Out of this total, 140 of one command. In 1935, Hitler author-
support missions. The tank had notthe light tanks and 164 of the medium ized the creation of the first three pan-
only demonstrated the potential for ef- tanks were obsolete. In contrast, thezer division€® Under Guderian’s lead-
fective penetration of established de- Germans at that time fielded 1,600 new ership, each division contained a mix-
fensive lines (the direct approach), but light tanks and between 300 and 400ture of heavy and light tanks, motor-
Liddell Hart insisted that tanks were new medium tank®. Perhaps more im- ized infantry battalions, mechanized
capable of rear area exploitation opera-portant than the sheer numerical supe-engineers, mechanized reconnaissance
tions against enemy command and lo-riority was the fact that German elements, field artillery units, and sig-
gistics centers (the indirect approach.) mechanized doctrine developers duringnal units® This type of organization is
By marrying historical examples with the interwar period understood its po- significant because Guderian designed
the demonstrated results of WWI tank tential and were dedicated to creatingeach panzer division to be an inde-
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pendent combined arms command,envisioned the tank as the primary of-

33.H. Boraston, Sir Douglas Haig's Des-

with a core of tanks to spearhead offen-fensive arm of an operation; for him, patches, Dec. 1915 - April 191ew York:
sive operations, and capable of diversethe tank was auxiliary to the infantry, Charles Scribner's Sons, 1927), p. 300.

who remained the premier maneuver
force on the battlefield. As British tacti-
cal doctrine developed in the latter

missions.

For Guderian, the combined arms op-
eration came to life in the “blitzkrieg.”
This concept of mechanized warfare ;
combined the basic elements develope
and revised during WWI, incorporated
the principles espoused by Fuller and
Liddell Hart, and added a spirit of ruth-

emained secondary to the infantry and
cavalry.

characteristics of blitzkrieg operations reluctance on the part of the military
were speed, surprise, maneuver, andestablishment to continue practical de-
overwhelming firepower concentrated velopment of mechanized equipment or
on a narrow fron? In its execution, re- doctrine. It was the Germans under

Ibid.
SIbid., p. 327.
®Robert H. LarsonThe British Army and the

stages of the war, the tank took on antheory of Armored Warfare, 1918-1948ew-
ncreasingly offensive role, but always ark: University of Delaware Press, 1984), p. 63.

"Ibid.

8B.H. Liddell Hart, The Tanks: The History of
The immediate post-war reduction in the Royal Tank Regimefitondon: Cassell Pub-

lessness and efficiency. The primary British standing tank forces indicated a !ishing, 1959), vol. 1, p. 306; cited in Charles
Messenger,The Blitzkrieg Story(New York:

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1976), p. 36.

9Messenger, p. 37.
WGreat Britain, War Office,Field Service

connaissance units located enemy weakGuderian who expanded on the basicRegulationsvol. 2: Operations(London: HMSO,
nesses and protected the advancing diprinciples of tank operations and pur- 1920,) pp. 31-32; cited in Larson, p. 113.

vision’s flank. Tanks with air support sued the concept of large combined
predominated in seizing vital objectives arms divisions and rapid, long-range
and held them until infantry units with offensive maneuver. To state that the
antitank capabilities arrived to secure German blitzkrieg is the logical result
them against counterattack. Artillery sup- of the progression of WWI mechanized
ported all phases of the attack and tem-doctrine is to make an inaccurate
porary defense. analysis. Guderian built on the early
Guderian considered the key to offen- \|I_V'8:jk |(|)f men like Swinton, Fuller, and
sive success to be movement. He be-—9o€t Hart, but also incorporated an
lieved that by attacking with tanks, he offensive philosophy, a spirit of innova-
could sustain a higher rate of move- tion, and the fiscal support to fund new
ment and that. once a breakthroughveh|cle production, none of which were
was made. the movement could bePrésentin the British Army during the

maintained by the combined arms divi- inter-war period.

sion? Since the tank had developed in In the final analysis, the mechanized
response to the loss of battlefield mo- operations conducted by the BEF were
bility in 1916, and since it had demon- innovative solutions to the problems
strated the capability to restore momen-posed by the battlefield stalemate.
tum to the BEF, Guderian’s reliance on Tanks provided the means by which

Mibid.

2pid., p. 67.

13Hart, p. 4.

Mpid., p. 5.

Bibid.

160rgi|l, p. 98.

Mbid.

18Messenger, p. 108.

Heinz GuderianPanzer Leade(New York:

Dutton Publishing, 1952), p. 20.

Drbid.
Yhid., Appendix XXIV.
Zrerdinand O. MikscheAttack: A Study of

Blitzkrieg Tactics(New York: Random House,
1942), p. 10.

ZBGuderian, p. 42.
4Bryan PerretA History of Blitzkrieg(New

tanks to lead his assaults and maintainmobility was restored to the infantry, York: Stein and Day Publishers, 1983), p. 78.
forward momentum seems logical. The enabling them to penetrate defensive ““Guderian, p. 82.

doctrine of the blitzkrieg in many as- lines and fight the battle. The British

pects represented the strategy of the inArmy ignored, for the most part, the
direct approach and traditional frontal offensive potential which existed in

maneuver taken to a higher level. mechanized operations. During the in-
When the Germans launched their as-ter-war years, the tank retained its origi-
sault into Poland in September, 1939, nal mission and purpose for the British,
Guderian had at his disposal forty in- while under the Germans it assumed &
fantry, six panzer, four light and four new role as the primary offensive com-
mechanized divisions with a total ponent of the blitzkrieg spearhead. It
strength of 2,977 tanké.The Polish may very well be that the world will

campaign proved the validity of Gu- never again see the need for large ar
derian’s concept; he considered themored formations along the lines of
campaign to have been the baptism ofOperation Desert Storm; however, the
fire for both his armored formations as alternative to striking a suitable balance
well as the overall philosophy of the between either standing down the heavy
blitzkrieg?® force or retaining excessive heavy ca-

: : - pabilities is, to my mind, unacceptable
(J Q\',S.'Sggess?fﬂg\?%gg'cé%s, ﬁgﬂ?ﬂzp given the historical precedent.
Apr 97) has shown clearly that the tank
was designed in the early stages ofNotes
WWI as strictly an infantry support
weapon, developed in direct response "Douglas Orgill, The Tank: Studies in the De-
to the loss of mobility in the face of velopment and Use of a Weapgbhondon:
barbed wire, artillery barrages, and ma- Héinemann Publishing Co., 1970), p. 83.
chine guns. Ernest Swinton surely never “Ibid.
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