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This second edition of Forward into Battle has been significantly expanded and revised since the book first appeared in 1981. The main chapters have been retained almost unchanged, but new sections have been added at the end of each one, and both the introduction and final chapter have been rearranged and expanded. The extra material is intended to update the original findings at the same time as exploring the subject matter in a little more breadth and depth.

Since 1981 I have looked at several additional aspects of the history of modern tactics, and have filled in some of the gaps in my story that were then identified by readers. There are therefore now additional discussions of Napoleonic firepower, of the American Civil War, of the French in August 1914, and of the use of armour both during and after the Second World War. Furthermore, the story no longer stops at 1973, but has been extended into ‘the near future’.

When it was originally published in 1981, Forward Into Battle tried to break new ground in a number of different directions. It challenged, for example, the generally accepted view that Wellington’s infantry had won its victories by firepower from a static line. It revealed that ‘the empty battlefield’ was not quite the early twentieth-century innovation that had often been assumed, but had earlier precedents, and it questioned the popularly held stereotype that the tank dominated the battlefield between 1916 and 1945. It also opened up an unconventional perspective on the ‘helicopter revolution’ that has often been claimed for the American mainforce effort in Vietnam.

The book was greeted with enthusiasm and great interest by some, but with a certain incredulity by many others. The idea that technology and ‘hardware’ were not the be-all and end-all of combat seemed at that time to be such a radical and strange perspective that many people were tempted to dismiss the book out of hand. Veterans of Vietnam who had seen other aspects of that war came close to denying the reality of the firefights in the Central Highlands reported by S. L. A. Marshall. ‘Tankies’ defended the reality of the allegedly all-conquering, all-tank Blitzkrieg. First World War buffs blustered their denial of Rommel’s 1914 experience of innocuous shelling, and Wellingtonians wilfully claimed that ‘Griffith believes bullets do not kill people in battle’.

It is, of course, gratifying for any author to attract such a sparkling spectrum of criticism, since ‘all publicity is good publicity’. However, it is also frustrating to find that one’s long-considered and documented findings, on such a wide spread of subjects, can apparently be dismissed so lightly and easily. Almost immediately following their publication, however, the general ideas expressed in Forward Into Battle chanced to be tested against the reality of a new infantry war – this time one fought for possession of the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic Ocean.

I certainly experienced a measure of the tragedy and irony of the 1982 events, since a number of my former students and friends were direct participants, and others were significant ‘helpers’. I was moved by the vivid picture of modern warfare which the survivors painted – but I also found grounds for believing that my own earlier ‘unfashionable’ propositions had been quite vividly, pungently and appropriately vindicated. Whatever else it was, the Falklands War was surely a triumph of morale, training – and cold steel – over numbers, ‘hardware’ and bombs.

Still more telling, perhaps, were the subsequent radical shifts of emphasis in both the American and British operational doctrines for a possible future war on NATO’s central front in Germany. The Americans seemed at long last to have interpreted the lessons of the Vietnam mainforce war in the sense of ‘morale and manoeuvre’, and to have glimpsed some of the limitations of their time-honoured ‘firepower’ and ‘managerial’ approach. The British, for their part, were finally starting to shake free from some of the more debilitating rigidities of the Haig and Montgomery traditions.

It cannot be claimed, alas, that my little book was in any sense responsible for any of these historic changes in military policy – but I think it can at least be seen as having been abreast of the times before ‘the times’ had fully occurred.


1

Introduction
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Nicky Rokossovsky held his breath as his gunner’s laser rangefinder registered on the blurred image of the T94, then the protracted muffled ‘boom’ of firing told him that the first 120 mm round had started on its three kilometres of accelerated, arching flight. The unequal midnight battle, for which he had manoeuvred his squadron so hectically during the past four hours of darkness and radio silence, had finally begun. Everything now depended on whether his tiny force of eight Challenger Mark VIIIs could make its ambush stick against that Soviet tank battalion eerily jinking its way across the video-image of meadowland in the distance – and then whether he could bug out in time to find and maul the second battalion, which he knew was trying to come in from behind.

Ironically enough, Nicky was himself a distant relative of a hero of the Soviet Union in the Great Patriotic War – a Marshal who had commanded whole groups of armies, no less. His parents had led a protected, cosmopolitan life in Moscow until forced to flee West during the post-Gorbachov convulsions and purges. Then within a year their son Nikolai had been born and now – after Eton, Sandhurst and Bovington – here he was as a junior captain in one of the smartest cavalry regiments of the British Rhine Army, facing the Warsaw Pact’s surprise attack on Christmas night, 2020 AD. He had originally been mightily vexed to be made duty officer for the Christmas holiday – but now he was far too busy to worry about such things. Nor did it ever occur to him that he, Nicky Rokossovsky, was fate’s selected representative of four long generations of vengeful East European émigrés. He, like the White Russians of the 1920s or the Poles and Hungarians of the 1940s and 50s, had volunteered for British service so that he could fight back against a Communist system that had run off the rails – but unlike them, he was now being granted a chance actually to do the job.

With a fleeting sigh of relief he watches his squadron’s fire take effect, and the enemy tanks start to brew. Now is the time for rapid action. Quickly turn on the lasers to blind the enemy image intensifiers; engage the follow-on targets with a second and third salvo of kinetic energy rounds; flash out the squadron code to break contact; release a laser-defeating smoke cloud, then rev up the mighty turbines to disappear backwards into the trees behind the ridge. Scour the ever-shifting wavebands to report back directly to the brigade command post – while regimental HQ is apparently still disentangling itself from barracks (and probably suffering from a collective festive hangover). Then wait anxiously for the vital drone surveillance screen to come to life, and definitely locate that ominous second enemy battalion.

Damn! You can’t hear yourself think, because the whole of the Red Army’s artillery seems to be demolishing the crest from which we have just retreated. Can’t they stop that noise for just an instant? At least it shows we’re still one jump ahead of their famous target acquisition system – but we must get moving quickly now. Damn and damn again – Tango Three has just been caught in the cone of incoming fire, and has collected a couple of smartlets through the engine mantle.… Can’t stop here to pick them up – Jimmy and his crew will have to walk home.

OK, the enemy vectoring is now flashing up fuzzily on the video screen: let’s think about finding an ambush position and checking out our approach to it. Take the lead in the squadron column of march, and concentrate hard on the map reading. Re-impose radio silence and activate the stealth technology. Send off Corporal Ames to do his stuff in the second ECM decoy Scimitar. He must be the brainiest man in the squadron – but will we ever see him again? Too late to fuss about that now – the key thing is to land our blow before the enemy gets a sniff of us. Driver advance! … and gunner keep your hand on the chaff dispenser!

This passage gives us a glimpse into a major land battle as it may be fought at some point during the next generation. It suggests that action may start with a complete surprise, then take place at breakneck speed, 24 hours a day, using plenty of electronic gadgetry and some devastatingly high-powered vehicles and weapons. There will be novel features in abundance – yet below the surface there will also be much that is conceptually familiar. Small groups of tanks will fight fleeting duels of manoeuvre and rapier-thrust, in the knowledge that to halt for long in any one position will inevitably attract a thunderstorm of indirect fire. Command and communication will be intermittent, to say the least, and much will depend on individual qualities of leadership, training, and quick thinking at the lowest levels. Battles will be fought in a fog of tension, uncertainty and confusion – just as they always have been, in fact.

In any future war we may well expect to see ‘encounter battles’ fought between relatively small forces. Columns of tanks and APCs will bump into each other off the line of march, and fight combats that have not been planned. Both sides will expect to excel in this type of engagement, in which the clever manoeuvre of armoured forces will be decisive, but neither side will really know much about how the enemy reacts until it is too late. No one will be able to perfect their small unit ‘encounter’ skills until they have already experienced a number of such engagements.

Armies do not change their overall shape very quickly, and least of all in times of détente and economic stringency. They tend to display a continuity in tactical thinking which is reinforced by long lead times in weapon production and financial restrictions on procurement. For example, as late as 1945, two world wars after ‘the taxis of the Marne’, much of the German army’s transport was still horse drawn. As late as 1990, just half a century after flak had decisively secured Guderian’s Meuse crossings, the British army still lacks a self-propelled, rapid-fire AA cannon. By the year 2020, therefore, it is not unreasonable for us to suppose that a continuous line of development may still be strongly evident from the weapons and tactics of the past, or that the many predictions of a completely electronic, remote-controlled, space age battlefield will still remain largely unfulfilled.

With this in mind, it is the purpose of the present volume to analyse the continuous development of the minor tactics and weapons of land warfare from Napoleonic times to the near future, not forgetting the often misleading interpretations that have been placed upon it by analysts and historians. The book will discuss a variety of historical engagements and combat doctrines, and will go on to make speculations about the state of tactics today and tomorrow. It does not concern itself with the political or strategic reasons for which battles were fought, nor with the decision-making of war ministers and field marshals. Instead, it looks at what is supposed to have happened, and what really did happen when two opposing groups of soldiers came face to face across ‘no-man’s-land’ the lethal but crucial area where the outcome of combat is decided.

No-man’s-land may be defined as the zone between the forward edges of two armies which are locked in combat against each other. It is usually an uninhabited and desolate place in itself; but on either side of it there will be bodies of armed and frightened men who are fighting for their lives. These bodies will frequently exchange shots at long range, and may from time to time attempt a forward movement to finish off their opponents at close quarters. The outcome of the greater conflict will usually revolve around the success or failure of a multitude of such attacks. If the defenders can by and large keep their perimeters inviolate they will triumph. If they fail, then the attackers will be free to move on to fresh victories further afield. It is thus the struggle for no-man’s-land which determines the shape of the battle as a whole.

The physical extent of no-man’s-land has varied greatly from one period of history to another. In ancient times it was determined by the reach of the front-line soldier’s personal weapon; perhaps no more than a few feet in the case of a sword or spear, or a couple of hundred metres for a bow. In the course of the last two or three centuries, however, there has been an astonishing increase in the range and power of weaponry which has brought more complex factors into play.

In eighteenth century and Napoleonic warfare armies were often kept apart by the field artillery, which could reach out to a kilometre or more. Around the third quarter of the nineteenth century this range was extended by several additional kilometres with improvements in both guns and ammunition. Since that time direct-fire weapons have been constructed which can destroy any target at a range of four or five kilometres; while indirect-fire or aerial weapons can now take effect at tens, hundreds or even thousands of kilometres further afield. The extent of no-man’s-land has thus been called into question during the past few generations.

In principle we would expect to find that no-man’s-land has grown in width in proportion as weapon ranges have increased; and it is true that in many modern battles the two armies have seemed to glower at each other across a very wide strip of country indeed. In desert conditions, or on the broad plains of Eastern Europe, there are few terrain features to give protection at close range. It is only by putting distance between oneself and the enemy that any degree of security can be achieved.

In other cases, however, the practical effectiveness and range of weapons has been limited by terrain features. Soldiers have been unable to see as far as they could shoot, and so they have been incapable of hitting an enemy lurking at no great distance from their own positions. In towns such as Caen or Stalingrad, or in the jungles of Burma and the Pacific Islands, fierce battles were fought during the Second World War with only a few yards separating the combatants. There has sometimes also been a paradoxical tendency for troops to seek safety from long range weapons by ‘hugging’ the enemy positions as closely as possible. Some trenches in the First World War were dug to within fifty metres of each other, for example; while in Vietnam engagement ranges were often no more than thirty metres. It is therefore quite misleading to suggest that combat ranges have grown inexorably greater as weapon power has increased.

The breadth and depth of the battlefield, on the other hand, have both certainly increased a very great deal. In Napoleonic times an army could occupy a space no more than a few kilometres wide by two or three kilometres deep, and troops knew they would be safe from enemy fire as soon as they moved behind the nearest hill. In the twentieth century, by contrast, armies have spread sideways until they fill literally any breadth of front available. Their depth has increased to tens of kilometres in many cases, and may be made up of successive belts of mines, clusters of strongpoints, and finally a line of reserve positions. Modern armies also require extensive supporting organisations behind them, and these in turn can be brought under long range enemy fire or air attack. It has become a feature of modern war that an interdiction battle will be fought behind the front line with almost as much ferocity as the front line battle itself. This is a form of tip-and-run or standoff fighting, in which raids and bombardments take place without the permanent occupation of ground.

In this book we shall not be looking closely at these interdiction battles behind the lines, important though they have undoubtedly become. Instead, we will be concentrating our attention on what goes on further forward, where troops move under direct fire to take ground from the enemy. This necessity is what gives no-man’s-land its special quality. It is the arena of personal confrontation between the two sides, where the abstract logic of higher commanders and staff officers suddenly takes on a very much more concrete form.

In order to identify what actually happened across no-man’s-land during the past two centuries, we must look at the evidence which has come down to us. This is largely written evidence in one form or another1; and it often turns out to be in disappointingly short supply. Minor tactics seem to be less well covered in the documents than are many other military activities. This is hardly surprising, perhaps, since tactics do not routinely generate paperwork in the same way as do such tasks as intelligence gathering, logistic stock-keeping or staff planning. It does not come naturally, after all, to record the minutes of a firefight when you are sprawled across a muddy field being shot at.

Most of the written sources which discuss tactics do so at second hand. There are more commentators in this subject than there are direct observers. Nor do either of these classes of writer tend to be particularly helpful. Whereas the commentators suffer from an inordinate measure of political or romantic bias, the survivors of battle tend to give us only the undigested and fragmentary scraps of information which they have been able to collect from their own personal foxholes. There is often but scant agreement between different authorities, and precious little solid scholarship. Only rarely do we find a piece of tactical analysis which is convincing and clear.

It is for these reasons that the history of tactics has too often been misrepresented. In the pages which follow we shall therefore attempt to correct the record over certain important issues which seem to have been garbled rather than clarified by the benefit of hindsight. We shall be taking up the cudgels against those who have given us a false picture of what really happened. In particular we shall concern ourselves with three specific groups of authors, each of which transmits a different type of evidence about tactics. These three groups may roughly be classified as ‘journalists’, ‘analysts’ and ‘survivors’.

In the category of ‘journalists’ we include war correspondents, official propagandists, and subsequent historians who are writing for a non-specialist general readership. These people will not normally be concerned with the details of minor tactics, and will usually allow them to be overshadowed by higher and weightier matters. They will know, for example, that the general reader is more interested in Napoleon’s strategic decisions at Waterloo – or even in what he ate for breakfast – than in the precise method by which his Old Guard was routed. If they have a choice between truth and legend, furthermore, writers of this type will often prefer to print the legend: it makes a better story and sells more copies.

It perhaps goes without saying, and even without reading Clausewitz, that wars are usually reported in a heavily political manner. Extreme political passions are always aroused by hostilities, and every casualty increases the emotional level still further. In these circumstances objectivity tends to fly out of the window. In 1915, for example, Rudyard Kipling wrote in the Morning Post that ‘There are only two divisions in the world today: human beings and Germans.’2 This sort of attitude scarcely makes for careful reporting of minor tactics, and we find that wishful thinking frequently creeps into battle descriptions.

The most obvious example of the process comes in the reporting of relative losses. It is almost a standard practice to estimate that the enemy has suffered at least double his true casualties, while at the same time halving your own. This tendency was already very prominent in Napoleon’s battlefield bulletins. It appeared again in the official histories of the First World War, while in Vietnam the MACV ‘body-count’ became notorious for its margins of error. It is perfectly true that losses are very difficult to gauge exactly in the heat of battle: but that does not often seem to have prevented confident official statements from being made. Once they have been reported in print they tend to be repeated rather uncritically by subsequent generations of writers. They are very hard to correct later on.

What is true of combat losses is also true of tactical methods themselves. Once the public has got it into their heads that Wellington’s infantry fought primarily by musketry fire, for example, or that Asian infantry fought primarily by ‘human wave attacks’, then it becomes extremely difficult to change the history books. It is much easier for historians to repeat the popular image of how these battles were fought, and pass on quickly to the apparently ‘more important’ or ‘more interesting’ questions of strategy and military biography.

When we turn from the ‘journalists’ to the ‘analysts’ of minor tactics, we find a rather more serious type of commentator.3 These men are looking at past battles in order to draw operational lessons for the future. We will expect them to be more objective and less influenced by political propaganda or public tastes. They have an obligation to use accurate facts so that they can devise truly effective fighting methods for their nation’s soldiers in the next war. It is their job to create sound tactical theories upon which training manuals can be written and tactical leaders indoctrinated.

It is true that the standard of such commentaries is usually higher than that of the writers for the general public; but analysts also suffer from certain occupational diseases of their own. In the case of purely academic tactical historians, there has been a distinct tendency to concentrate excessively upon the items of ‘hardware’ that can be quantified. Such things as weapon specifications, theoretical drill formations or marching speeds have been scrutinised in great detail, as potential keys to what happened in battle. In the process, however, historians have often missed the ways in which actual battlefield practice differed from theoretical performance. Imponderables such as the level of training, fear and morale, for example, often exercised a quite disproportionate effect on the ultimate outcome – and the failure to understand these factors is frequently a major source of distortion in the historical record.4

Most official analysts, on the other hand, do not enjoy the relative independence of a detached academic environment, but work as members of an army. They are subject to the many institutional pressures peculiar to armies, and in particular they will find themselves within a rigid hierarchy of ranks, where it is often rather difficult to question the decisions of superior officers. Their findings will also tend to be discussed and re-worked in endless committees, with the injection of many political considerations extraneous to the subject-matter itself. In particular there will be pressure groups from different arms of the service to put forward conflicting departmental views, and there will be strong budgetary influences not far from the surface. All this may finally conspire to distort the objectivity of analytical findings.

Institutional pressures within armies often lead to the formation of tactical ‘schools’, each of which is fiercely committed to one particular battlefield technique. In the late eighteenth century French Army, for example, there was a bitter and rather sterile debate about whether infantry should attack in columns for shock action, or in lines to develop their firepower.5 Each side in the debate wanted the kudos which would come from official sponsorship of their particular tactics, and so the arguments tended to become more and more extreme. They often lost touch with the hard realities of the battlefield, and drifted off into wonderous theoretical constructions which would have been quite impractical in war. In the end the quarrel was deemed to have been resolved by Napoleon himself, who produced an equally unrealistic compromise solution known as the ‘ordre mixte’. He often recommended it to his generals; but they regarded it with suspicion and did not often use it in battle. They felt, perhaps, that as a former artillery officer Napoleon was making an altogether too bookish and academic approach to infantry tactics.

This particular debate makes an interesting illustration of how tactical analysts can become side-tracked into unrealistic and doctrinaire systems. It is by no means unique. Another example comes in the nineteenth century, where the tactical debate became polarised between the believers in the improved firepower of the age, and those who felt that the bayonet attack was still both practicable and profitable. The former invoked the supposed powers of an unproved technology, while the latter pointed to the real outcome of a thousand actual battles. The believers in the bayonet have nevertheless been unjustly vilified as dreamers and ‘military spiritualists’ whereas the champions of firepower have recently been accepted as profound and original thinkers who had the general welfare of mankind as their prime concern. In fact, of course, both sides of the debate found themselves being pushed to extremes by the pressure of the opposition. Institutional factors once again blew the analysts off course.

In the present century we can find plenty of other ‘schools’ of tactical doctrine. In the 1920s and 1930s, for example, the prophets of mechanised mobility found themselves resorting to shrill extremism in their vain attempts to gain official acceptance. Their basic case was a good one; but they overdid its presentation and once again came to abuse their historical raw material. Another example might be found in the American forces of the 1960s, where a veritable parliament of opposed tactical schools sprang up. There was a Marine Corps school, which made no less than sixty amphibious beach assaults in Vietnam, in the hope that the enemy would oblige by opposing them. There was an army helicopter lobby, which saw the airmobile division as the answer to all ills. There was an electronic battlefield establishment and an armoured warfare establishment. There were riverine forces, special forces and, of course, air forces. Each of these groups analysed the tactical problem in different terms from the others. They drew upon different data and extrapolated different trends into the future.

The tactical analyst is necessarily working at a considerable distance from the battlefield he hopes to influence, and he is usually forced to simplify his case in order to ‘sell’ it. This tends to focus the debate around somewhat extreme or over-theoretical propositions or phrases, in which one individual abstract quality such as ‘morale’, ‘mobility’ or ‘firepower’ generally comes to be seen as predominant over the others. Tactical history can then be re-written by the proponents of that particular quality in order to support their case. Not until a system has been discredited on the battlefield will some new wave of analysts arrive to demonstrate the vital importance of a different abstract quality altogether.

If historians follow the expectations of their public, and analysts follow the abstract logic of their ‘schools’, what can we make of the more direct evidence of battle survivors? These are people who have actually lived through the fighting they describe, and they will bring vivid memories to their writing. It is true that in some cases these memories may be garishly embellished, and in others they may be unduly reticent; but by and large we ought to be able to accept them at more or less face value.

The difficulty with the reports of survivors is rather that they are fragmentary. No one man in a battle can see very much of what is going on, nor will he have leisure to weigh the significance of what he does see. As Sir Ian Hamilton put it: ‘The worst of writing on a battlefield is the necessity which it entails of constant contradictions.’6 If a coherent and balanced narrative of the action is to be written, a considerable effort of comparison and analysis will be required between the reports of many different witnesses. This task is undertaken only too rarely, and it is followed through to completion more rarely still. Thus Captain Siborne collected a splendid wealth of eyewitness accounts of the Battle of Waterloo; but he failed to resolve all the contradictions between them, and arrived at a final picture which appears to contain a number of important inaccuracies.7 It is only with the work of General S. L. A. Marshall during and since the Second World War that the technique of combat history has been put on a sound basis. His descriptions of the combats in Vietnam, for example, are models of the genre.8

The vast majority of battles leave us but few useful eyewitness accounts, and it is rare for any two observers to describe exactly the same event. Nor do they always tell us the sort of details which we would most dearly like to hear about. A participant in a battle may find some things so obvious that he will not bother to record them; and yet these are often precisely the aspects which remain obscure to the distant historian. For all that, however, it is from eyewitness accounts that we can gain our best and most direct impression of what really happened. Provided that we approach them with due caution, we can glean a lot more details from this type of writing than we can from the work of the ‘journalists’ or the ‘analysts’.

Throughout what follows we will be constantly on the lookout for the traps and pitfalls into which the written evidence may lead us. We will try to see what political or romantic slants may be concealed behind ‘generally accepted’ views; and we will try not to accept the generalisations of historians until they have been supported by some solid eyewitness reports. We will also watch for the institutional pressures at work upon analysts in the tactical debate which may corrupt or distort their vision. Finally, we will try to piece together and make a coherent story out of a few of the fragmentary memories of battle which have come down to us from those who were actually present.

All this amounts to rather an ambitious task; but it will be worthwhile if it can help us towards a better understanding of what actually went on in combat. There is at present too much which remains obscure in this subject, and any new light which can be brought to bear will be long overdue.

A particularly thick pall of obscurity seems to hang around the role of technology and ‘firepower’ in battle; and these two factors have attracted a disproportionately high degree of misunderstanding from commentators. It has been claimed, for example, that as early as 1808 Wellington’s infantry was habitually winning battles purely by its musketry fire. We are invited to believe that ‘solid’ British infantrymen could already, one hundred years before Mons, lay down such an impenetrable hail of shot along their frontage that enemy attacks would be simply blown to pieces. This curiously anachronistic image is doubtless a source of great comfort and pride to many patriotic Britons, and it has found its way into most of the history books. As we shall see, however, it is totally misleading.

We are also often told that the rigid and brainless military hierarchies of the nineteenth-century failed to realise what important technical changes were being made under their very noses. When a devastating new generation of weapons was unleashed in 1914 it is supposed to have come as a traumatic surprise to everyone concerned. Awareness of the so-called ‘empty-battlefield’, in which soldiers are forced to disperse and dig for shelter, is considered to have been an early twentieth-century, or at best a late nineteenth-century phenomenon. In these pages, however, we shall attempt to demonstrate that it was really an early nineteenth-, or just possibly a late eighteenth-century event. The debate about the empty battlefield was of very long standing indeed, and the doctrinal answer to it had already been formulated, in quite specific ways, at least a hundred years earlier.

Although ‘the empty battlefield’ had long existed, it was never to be much more than one among several different forms of combat. In the American Civil War it was assumed to be predominant from the start – and that expectation has deeply coloured the subsequent historiography – yet it was seen in practice far less frequently than has been assumed, at least until the year of exhaustion, 1864. Far from being unaware of improved firepower in 1914, therefore, the general staffs were heartily sick of being told about it. They had heard the cry of ‘Wolf!’ only too often before.

Continuing our story into the twentieth century, we find that improved firepower did eventually outrun the tactical counter-measures that were thought to be available. While the true solution should have been the creation of a ‘new infantry’ and a more flexible artillery, the armies remained fixed in a deadlock which could supposedly be broken only by new technology, in the form of the tank.

A similar tale can also be told of the American mainforce war in Vietnam. The tactical deadlock continued; and not even the vast resources of modern technology seemed capable of breaking it. Sophisticated systems for surveillance, mobility and firepower alike could in practice deliver no more than a fraction of the benefits which they had originally promised. The traditional role of the infantryman, despite everything, remained paramount.

A great deal of this has been ignored or obscured by the many commentators who still view twentieth-century warfare through technologically tinted spectacles. They do not look far enough into the problems of no-man’s-land because, in a full sense, they have been ‘blinded by science’. What we shall be attempting in the present book, therefore, is to take a more careful look at the evidence, and so rectify our picture of what actually took place in battle.


2

1808–15: The Alleged Firepower of Wellington’s Infantry

[image: ]

Our story starts in 1808 with the opening of the Peninsular War. This date marked the beginning of the end for Napoleon’s armies, since they were thereafter forced to fight on two fronts with ever diminishing success. It also marked the final emergence of the small but professional British army as a force to be reckoned with in the continental warfare of the day. Starting with the Battle of Vimeiro (1808), which cleared the French from Portugal, and culminating in the epochal Battle of Waterloo (1815) the British seemed to go from one victory to another. Much of this success was due to the genius of the Duke of Wellington; but a great part of it was also due to the tactical efficiency of his infantry.

Wellington’s infantry formed a greater proportion of the army than was normal at the time, and it bore the brunt of all the battles. It had a reputation for holding defensive positions against whatever masses the French could throw against it. Deployed in ‘thin red lines’ two deep (the normal practice was to form in three ranks), it would wait until the enemy attack columns came to close range, and then defeat them decisively. Indeed, it was better fed and better trained than the French in the Peninsula; but it was also heavily outnumbered and outgunned. Its successes at the point of contact are thus remarkable and indicate that this was a highly unusual force. A study of how these successes were achieved may reveal much about the tactical conditions of its age.

At first the phenomenon of the British infantry did not excite very much comment, and its tactics remained somewhat mysterious to contemporary observers. As late as Waterloo there was still only a minority of French officers who had learned to respect it at its true value, while not even the extensive post mortem in France after the wars produced very much discussion of the subject. The amazingly prolific strategist Jomini, for example, wrote no more than a few pages about it.1

What little Jomini did write is interesting both because it was influential among later commentators, and also because it was one of the first attempts to identify a tactical ‘system’ behind Wellington’s battles. Jomini was full of praise for the ‘solidity’ and ‘murderous fire’ of the regular British infantry, and like most French commentators of his day he pointed to the advantages of British volunteer recruiting methods over Napoleon’s mass conscription. He then went on to describe how at Waterloo Picton’s line had enveloped the heads of the French columns with fire, to which the latter had been able to reply with only very few muskets. This implied strongly that it was the relative numbers of muskets bearing on the enemy which determined the outcome.

According to Jomini’s implied interpretation, any column formation ought to have been at a disadvantage against a deployed line, since a column would inevitably have the smaller frontage of muskets. What he actually said, however, was that the French might well have succeeded against the British if only they had used small and flexible attack columns rather than large and cumbersome ones. Jomini therefore hedged his bets to some extent, and suggested that firepower was not necessarily the totally decisive factor in these battles after all. His final position turns out to be somewhat paradoxical. He suggests that solid regular infantry deployed in line can hold its ground by musketry fire alone, yet that well organised regular infantry can advance through such fire to achieve the victory. This paradox was to bedevil French thinking right up to 1914, and it ultimately had disastrous results. In terms of the debate of the 1830s, however, it was no more than an interesting aside. Little attention seems to have been paid to it. What really did happen in Wellington’s battles continued to be somewhat mysterious until the very end of the nineteenth century, when the nations of Europe became fired by both a new brand of extreme nationalism and the need to make careful technical preparations for the next war. As part of the general arms race around 1900 there was a renewed interest in the last great European conflict, namely the Napoleonic Wars. Every nation conducted painstaking official and private studies which are still, today, by far the best analyses we have of the Napoleonic period.

One result of this historiographical effort was that the question of Wellington’s infantry tactics was at last brought into the open. In Britain Sir Charles Oman’s monumental History of the Peninsular War laid bare the tactical system of the two sides with the same lucid confidence which he brought to all other aspects of the struggle. In France the General Staff historical section threw up an example of that rarest of species, the true tactical historian, in the shape of Commandant Jean Colin. As a small part of his general work Colin explained what had happened in the Peninsular battles, and set it alongside the development of Napoleonic tactics as a whole.2

The matter would have rested there, had not these two great authorities chanced to disagree. In retrospect it was perhaps inevitable that they should have done so, since they were of different nationality and writing at a moment when national differences seemed to be of paramount importance. Their disagreement has nevertheless remained unresolved, and today we have two contradictory accounts of what happened when Wellington’s infantry faced their French counterparts. There has never been a serious effort to find what really took place.

Oman’s view is that the British owed their success primarily to their superiority of fire and protection. This derived firstly from the choice of terrain which sheltered their main infantry line from the enemy artillery, and secondly from their heavy and efficient skirmish screen which kept French skirmishers at bay at the same time as it inflicted casualties upon approaching attackers. There can be no question about either of these factors, and Oman was quite correct to underline their importance. His third point, however, was the one to which he attached the greatest importance. He said that the British superiority came from their close range fire by extended lines of infantry against dense French columns.

It is the mathematical relationship between the column and the line which is the hallmark of Oman’s view. He makes, at some length, the point that a battalion of soldiers drawn up in a line two deep will be able to point more muskets at the enemy than an equal number of soldiers massed in column on a frontage restricted to between thirty and a hundred men across. One has only to count the muskets, and one will find that the firepower of the line will always be greatly superior to that of the column. It therefore follows, according to Oman, that Wellington’s troops could shoot the French to pieces faster than vice versa, even if the French column was two or even three battalions in depth against a single British battalion. He also admits that the French must have dimly realised this in the course of some of their attacks, since they did occasionally attempt to deploy into a wider formation once they had become embroiled in a fire fight, in order to bring more muskets to bear.

Oman’s view, supported as it was by his prodigious documentation, brought the debate onto a much more scientific plane than it had previously reached. His arguments were neat, attractive, and apparently unassailable. Unfortunately, however, they seemed to suggest that the French tacticians of the Napoleonic Wars were rather stupid, and blind to the most fundamental principles of infantry fighting. That was an idea which Commandant Colin refused to accept. In Colin’s view the French had not really been trying to make attacks in column at all. They had known as well as the British that the important thing was to deploy into line to achieve maximum firepower; but their problem had been a failure to know exactly where the British were waiting for them, and thus where they ought to have deployed their own line.

Colin leapt upon Oman’s admission that the French had sometimes attempted a deployment at the last minute, and claimed that this demonstrated a desire to attack in line rather than in column. Column was the formation for manoeuvre, he said, but not for combat itself. He supported this claim with a number of examples of French attacks in line drawn from other theatres of war, and pointed to the French 1791 infantry drill book, which clearly advocated line attacks with volley fire in the eighteenth-century manner. Finally, he asserted that Wellington’s use of dead ground to shelter his men from artillery fire made it difficult for attacking French infantry to locate them. Attacks tended to blunder into the British line before the French had a chance to deploy into their preferred fighting formation.

The disagreement between Oman and Colin was centred upon the question of what the French infantry had intended to do at the point of contact. Oman claimed that it had wanted to charge forward with the bayonet in a massed column, relying wholly upon shock action and élan. Colin, on the other hand, denied this and said that the French had wanted to develop a musket line to beat down their opponents by firepower. It is important to note, however, that they were unanimous that the British did rely upon firepower, and that whatever the French may actually have wanted to do, they too should have relied upon firepower. Within the disagreement, therefore, there was a high degree of accord about the importance of firepower.

It is tempting for us today to accept the things about which Oman and Colin agree, and take sides only on their points of difference. Almost all modern authorities have in fact done precisely that.3 There is something highly persuasive to the English mind in Oman’s account of the thin red-coated line standing its ground against heavy odds, doggedly firing until the foreign hordes melt away. Apart from anything else, it seems to fit perfectly into the national tradition set at Agincourt and later continued at Mons. The Englishman likes to think of his soldiers as expert shots who can get far more from their personal weapons than their excitable alien opponents. Whether the weapon be a longbow, a Brown Bess musket or a Lee-Enfield rifle seems to make little difference. Phlegmatic solidity and accurate shooting appear to be factors which have remained constant through the centuries.

Another assumption which is almost universally accepted today is the general point that it must be firepower which kills people in battles. The enormous improvement in weapon power during the twentieth century seems to make this conclusion unavoidable. The butchery by direct fire weapons during the First World War has left an ineradicable impression upon all of us. When we contemplate a battle before the twentieth century, therefore, it is only natural that we should want to interpret the result primarily in terms of firepower. If writers from before the First World War take the same line, as Oman and Colin did, we are only too ready to accept their findings at face value.

Oman’s arguments are certainly alluring, but we must ask ourselves whether they may not also be a trifle anachronistic. We tend to forget that the rise of weapon power had already been noticed and had influenced theorists even in Jomini’s day, some eighty years before the First World War. It was certainly a commonplace by the time Oman was writing. His geometrical count of muskets between the column and the line, in fact, looks suspiciously similar to another tactical debate which was going on around 1900, in the field of naval warfare. In ironclad naval tactics the important thing was known as ‘crossing the enemy’s “T” ’, or placing one’s fleet in an extended line across the head of the enemy’s column. By doing that all one’s guns could fire in broadsides, while only a few of his forward-facing guns could fire from the head of his column. Precisely the same mathematics would then apply as Oman had claimed for the Peninsular battles. So he did not have very far to look for his model: it was ready made for him by the naval gentlemen of his day.

We are left with the suspicion that the ‘firepower’ interpretation of Wellington’s success may have been accepted rather too rapidly, due to the technical developments which took place after the Napoleonic Wars had ended, as well as the existing national myth of British infantry fire accuracy through the ages. It also seems odd that so very few accounts have come down to us from the wars themselves which describe Wellington’s battles in anything like the neat mathematical terms employed by Oman. Napier comes nearest, but with Jomini he is very much in the minority. In general the phraseology which eyewitnesses chose to use in their accounts seems to be rather seriously at variance with the mental constructions of later writers.

As an example of this discrepancy it is worth looking at the defeat of Thomières’ ‘Brigade’ (actually only two battalions) by the 1st Battalion of the British 50th Regiment during the Battle of Vimeiro in 1808. Depending on which authorities one believes, this was either the very first ‘column against line’ action of the Peninsular War, or the second by only a short head. It is certainly one of the actions which has made a forceful impression upon historians, as is illustrated by the following passage which appeared in 1962:


The first volley from the First Battalion of the Fiftieth was fired at a range slightly over 100 yards; others followed regularly at 15 seconds intervals as the range gradually shortened. Slowly, the flanks of the 50th wrapped around the column. The British line was using every one of its 900 muskets; the French could reply with no more than 200 of their 1,200 firearms. General Thomières, who commanded the French brigade, endeavoured to deploy from column to line under fire, but found this impossible. The French recoiled at each volley; they finally broke and fled to the rear with the riflemen in hot pursuit.4



This account bears more than a trace of Oman’s musket-counting, and is in fact even more explicit. It claims that many British volleys were fired, that they were fired regularly at 15 second intervals, and that the flanks of the British line furthest from the centre of the action gradually edged forward to close the range (this was a tactic which Oman had noted in a number of British fights and which, ironically, appeared in the writings of a French theorist, Guibert). Nor is an attempted French deployment omitted. All in all this account of the action represents a textbook statement of what is today the orthodox view. It makes it clear that the French were defeated purely by British infantry fire.

The Duke of Wellington (or Wellesley), however, who effectively commanded at Vimeiro, did not see things in quite the same light. He said that the French were ‘Checked and driven back only by the bayonets of that corps’ (i.e. the 50th).5 This brief comment does not, admittedly, tell us very much, and it is possible that Wellington was using the word ‘bayonets’ as shorthand for ‘infantrymen’ in the same way as it was conventional to refer to the number of cavalrymen in a squadron as so many ‘sabres’. Nevertheless his phraseology at least permits us to keep an open mind on whether the French were in fact defeated by fire or by real bayonets.

Descending to the other end of the scale, we find that Rifleman Harris was a little more specific. He said that the regiment charged grandly, and ‘The French, unable even to bear the sight of them, turned and fled.’6

This account does not mention fire any more than the Duke’s, but it does make two interesting points. Harris states that the British made a charge, and that it was what they looked like which beat the enemy.

Another brief mention of the fight comes to us from General Anstruther, who commanded the next brigade on the left flank of the 50th. He must have been at some distance from the action, although he did send one of his battalions, the 3/43rd, to support it. He says little about what happened, but confirms that the British charged the French: ‘The 50th Regiment, however, by a very bold attack, defeated the enemy opposed to them, taking all their guns, tumbrils, etc.’7

Considerably more circumstantial accounts of this little battle come to us from two officers who were actually involved in it. The first is Captain Landmann, who commanded the army’s engineers and was initially posted immediately behind the 50th’s position. He describes the development of the preliminary skirmishing which was done at long range by British riflemen reinforced by line companies, including some individuals from the 50th itself. The latter would bob up from behind the crest of the hill, fire their shot, and then retire to the sheltered position where the main body was waiting.

He says that the French halted to form up at long musket range from the British crestline (i.e. 2–300 metres?), and then came on in a column, heading straight for Robe’s artillery battery which was just to the left of the 50th. Roundshot cut lanes through the French ranks, and cannister hit many soldiers in the front of the column. The British gunners refused to abandon their pieces and continued to fire as the French came closer:


The enemy’s column was now advancing in a most gallant style, the drum by the side beating the short taps, marking the double-quick time of the pas-de-charge. I could distinctly hear the officers in the ranks exhorting their men





































































































































Some Spurious Qualities Claimed for Rifles and Fieldworks
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