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Dedicated to all those who have been ‘Through the Mud and the Blood to the Greenfields beyond’.




SPECIAL ORDER NO. 6

1. Tomorrow the Tank Corps will have the chance for which it has been waiting for many months, to operate on good going in the van of the battle.

2. All that hard work and ingenuity can achieve has been done in the way of preparation.

3. It remains for unit Commanders and for Tank crews to complete the work by judgement and pluck in the battle itself.

4. In the light of past experience, I leave the good name of the Corps with great confidence in their hands.

5. I propose leading the attack of the centre division.

H J Elles, Commander Tank Corps
19th November 1917

‘FEAR NAUGHT’
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INTRODUCTION

I left Royal Military Academy Sandhurst in the summer of 1988 as a qualified Army ‘infantry’ officer, but I already knew then that what I really wanted to be was a tank commander. So, along with my fellow newly appointed officers, I headed to the sunny Dorset coast at Bovington and Lulworth to begin tank training, just as our fellow infantry officers made for the hills of central Wales and three more months of ‘beastings’.

From day one, there was no such nonsense for us tankies. Quite the contrary. After a day spent firing our Chieftains’ 120 mm guns, we would jog down to Lulworth Cove to enjoy a swim in the Channel and a refreshing pint in the local pub.

Trips to the nearby Tank Museum at Bovington, which served as a three-dimensional history lesson, further reassured us of our unique history. While on the tank ranges of Lulworth, where every tank commander has trained since 1917, we trained until we could prove ourselves capable of fighting the ‘tank’. By the time we had each completed our training, every new officer of the Tank Regiment felt fully imbued and enamoured with our new profession and our place in history.

After Dorset, trips were made far and wide to further hone our skills, whether on the snowy, freezing tundra of northern Canada’s tank training areas, the months spent in the stifling heat of the Middle Eastern deserts, or on the muddy and freezing rain-soaked plains of north Germany.

However, over the twenty-three years that I have spent in tanks, I have never been too uncomfortable, nor too cold, too hot or too wet – not something you’ll hear from many of the infantry officers I passed out with at Sandhurst. Everyone who has lived in and fought inside these magnificent, armoured beasts throughout the ages, alongside tank crews that became as close as family, will tell you how the tank is a compelling environment to fight from. That specialness is as true today as it was for the first ever tankies who fought in 1916. And I believe it will remain true for the many more who will follow after them.

Whether in combat or out on the firing ranges, the electricity felt by the crew inside the turret is hard to describe. The times when I have issued the fire order, or felt enemy rounds landing close by, fuelled the energy inside of my tank that was near impossible to match.

Commanding a tank is not for everyone. The skills required are far from intuitive to most people, but with practice, determination and training, the seemingly impossible tasks required to control the ultimate battlefield weapon can be developed and mastered.

I will give my personal view of the development of tank warfare against the historical perspective The Tank Museum has so expertly put together. The still recent tank battles around Avdiivka in Ukraine vary little in design and intensity from the first great tank battle at Cambrai on 20 November 1917, where the regiment I later served in, the Royal Tank Regiment, originated and set the standard for the rest to follow. Certainly, the technology has evolved – in 1917, my forebears walked in front prodding the ground with a sturdy ash plant to check the ground’s viability. Today’s tank commanders have a drone to do similar. And the air balloon of the Western Front has been replaced with a drone to find and direct fire on to enemy tanks and troops. But it is still the steel mammoth itself which puts the fear of God into the enemy, over 100 years since its inception. In terms of overall functionality, little has changed. The quality and quantity of tanks is still a key marker of success on the battlefield.

Since Cambrai, even though that battle demonstrated the potential use of tanks successfully, both armchair and real generals have predicted the demise of these iron chariots, but their continuing evolution in technical and tactical dimensions have kept them peerless, coupled with the skill of the trained men and women, a unique breed of warrior, who have delivered combat effect through the ages. Many first world armies who gave up their armour for clever tricks and technology are realising, in the light of Ukraine, that maybe they were too hasty. And sadly, Britain is one of them.

There have been some astonishing tank engagements over the past century-plus which have been decisive in changing the course of the battle and sometimes even the war. As a tank commander with twenty-four years’ experience, it is a surprise and thrill that these beasts still exact such an engaging historical interest and intrigued following.

We’ll journey from the inception of the original idea of the tank and throughout its development, in all its various facets – technical, doctrinal and psychological – to illustrate why it is still the master of the land battle. I will look at the development of design as we focus on some of the most iconic tanks in some of the most significant battles, getting under the skin of these magnificent machines and the magnificent soldiers who crewed them. What are the successes, failures and disasters associated with the tank, and how do today’s leaders repeat the successes and avoid the failures?

I personally have served thousands of hours on Chieftain, Challenger 1 and Challenger 2 tanks, and this book is in partnership with the world-renowned Tank Museum; together we have a vast combined experience that we’ll call on to get to the zenith of tank warfare.

It is now eighty years since D-Day and perhaps a good time to pause and consider why the Allies prevailed and how, seventy-seven days later, they had utterly destroyed two entire German armies and ensured the outcome of the war was no longer in doubt. Up until now, the focus has understandably been on the men who charged out from landing craft or floated down in their parachutes behind enemy lines, but this book highlights the tankies who fought alongside them.

As a young troop leader, I needed to know how to fight my tank. I had to master not only firing the guns, but also navigating and commanding the rest of the tanks in my troop. Sometimes we would be moving at speed, or under the cover of darkness, for which I spent many hours training and honing my skills. Unfortunately for many of my forebears, the pressures of war meant that they were never afforded that time to learn and develop. Like most roles in combat, the longer you have survived, the longer you will survive. I’m in a very fortunate position to have survived long enough to look back and imagine what life was like in the tanks of yesteryear.

Who would have thought that tanks would endure for over one hundred years? For all the new trickery and wizardry of the modern fight, the tank’s ability to pack a huge punch at up to 3,000 metres while protected by steel, ceramics and electronics is still what makes them the most reliable and durable killing machines in the armoured toolbox. I’d wager that another century from now, somebody just like me will still be singing the praises of the tank.




1

THE FIRST WORLD WAR: THE BEGINNING
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	MARK IV




	Weight

	28 tons (male) 27 (female)




	Max. armour thickness

	0.5 inches (12 mm)




	Crew

	8




	Armament

	Male       2 × 6-pounder (57 mm)
                 3 × .303 Lewis guns
Female  5 × .303 Lewis guns




	Top speed

	4 mph (6.4 km/h)




	Range

	35 miles (56 km)







Basil Henriques would have struggled to get a clear view of the German positions across the Quadrilateral as his Mark I tank lurched and rolled over the pockmarked terrain of the Somme battlefield. Not only had thick fog descended over the ground but heavy artillery shelling had ravaged the landscape, creating six-foot-deep craters in their path. He would later describe it in his memoir as ‘hell in a rough sea made of shell holes’.

Basil’s tank didn’t come with any suspension. Inside, he shared the space with seven other men, all enlisted during the first half of 1916 to the Heavy Section of the Machine-Gun Corps, which would later be known as the Tank Corps and eventually the Royal Tank Regiment (RTR). Many of the men had signed up not knowing what they were getting themselves into. An advert in the Motorcycle magazine had simply asked for volunteers who were ‘experienced car drivers or motor cyclists, able to execute ordinary running repairs’.

The Machine-Gun Corps already contained a Motor Branch, which manned motorcycles for the British Expeditionary Force, and some men were recruited from the Army Service Corps to act as drivers and undergo tank training. The assumption was that men with familiarity of combustion engines could be trained in tank mechanics and operations more quickly.

Once selection was over, training began. The official tank training camp was formed at Bisley in April 1916, but with no actual tanks available, initial emphasis had to be theoretical. Seven months later, crammed into the tiny space of the Mark I, the recruits were about to find out what their tanks were or were not really capable of. They were reliant on one another, part of the battle but separate from it, pioneers of what would become the first use of tanks in battle in military history. The temperature inside the tank was nearly 50 degrees, exacerbated by the leather tank helmet they wore, and with poor exhausts, petrol engines leaked carbon monoxide into the air they breathed so it was common for the men to get woozy and even vomit and pass out from the effects.

Despite these challenges, Basil’s crew were focused, each man concentrating on his specific job, working side by side, dependent on each other for their survival. Either side of Basil were two teams of two, each operating the 6-pounder guns: one man loaded the ammunition, while his partner tried to aim and fire on German positions. In the rear, two gearsmen changed the gear levers to speed up or slow down the track on one side or the other while the driver steered – allowing the tank to turn.

The sound of the Daimler engines inside the space was deafening, too loud for any of the men to communicate verbally. The tank crews had to shout to each other to be heard above the engine noise. Sometimes whistles were used to attract attention, then hand signals indicated what was required. To drive a tank, the crew members had to do a series of actions; first of all, the tank had to stop. A knock on the right side would attract the attention of the right gearsman. The driver would hold out a clenched fist, which was the signal to put the track into neutral. The gearsman would repeat the signal to show it was done. The officer, who controlled two brake levers, would pull on the right one, which held the right track. The driver would accelerate, and the tank would slew round slowly on the stationary right track while the left track went into motion. As soon as the tank had turned sufficiently the procedure was reversed.

As commander, Basil was responsible for directing their path from starting positions towards the German lines. White tapes had been laid out to direct the tanks, but once under fire, the front vision flaps on the vehicle had to be closed and periscopes or tiny peepholes used. Visibility was appalling. Every time the tank met a shell crater, it slammed nose down into the mud before rearing back up again with the violence of a ship caught in a storm. Nevertheless, Basil kept his crew’s minds on their task: to support an attack on an area known as the Quadrilateral, a major German defensive position that dominated the ground across which the Guards Division were about to attack.

Basil joined ‘C’ Company six months earlier with his best friend, George Macpherson. The two men had served together as infantrymen in the Royal East Kent Regiment, known as The Buffs, before their commanding officer recommended that they transfer to the new tank unit. Despite their lack of knowledge of mechanics or machine guns, the head of the tank corps, Lieutenant Colonel Swinton, was suitably impressed and sent them to join for training at Bisley. Six months later, here they were, on the Somme, their country relying on them to deliver on the potential that the tanks promised.

Basil was a London boy, born on 17 October 1890, the youngest son of a businessman, and educated at Lockers Park and Harrow schools. George, who was five years younger than Basil, was born on 7 March 1896. The only son of an iron and coal master, he was also educated at Lockers Park School and then Winchester College where he became head boy in his final year.

‘C’ Company arrived together in France the previous week, destined for the Battle of Flers-Courcelette on the morning of 15 September 1916. Forty-nine of the new, top-secret Mark I tanks were sent out to France, most barely ready for action with crews still trying to get familiar with the capabilities of the brand-new weapon. Like Basil and George, training had mainly focused on the mechanical requirements of their tanks (and their guns). The tank gunners learned their art from the Navy, who were used to firing from a moving platform. There was no training with infantry to work out tactics. Meanwhile, the tanks practised by driving over hills, shooting at targets while both moving and stationary, and crew practised the signals they would use to communicate between themselves. It was only once the tanks had reached France that they had any opportunity to work with the infantry more closely, but much of that would have to be learned on the battlefield.

But all was not going well. On the way to the starting point, at the last refuelling station in Chimpanzee Valley, George’s tank broke down. Of the forty-nine tanks that were sent to France, only thirty-two tanks even reached their start positions for the attack, and then seven of those failed to move off.

‘I minded this awfully for George,’ Basil later wrote. ‘He and I had become such devoted friends that we did not care what we did together. His serene nature and quiet sense of humour had meant much to me, and I would have liked to have him near for the greatest of all adventures.’

So much of what Basil describes resonates, and it is striking how very familiar today’s tanks and indeed tank warfare were at the beginning of the First World War. Like so many tank crew, I learned the dark art of how to drive and fight a tank at Bovington. The huge sandy wilderness in south Dorset is still the ideal place to perfect precision tank driving. From pivoting a 70-ton Chieftain tank on a knife edge 30 metres high to driving full speed through a lake, I developed an almost intimate understanding of my tank. To be a tank commander you must be the master of all the other positions – driver, loader and gunner – to ensure you get the most out of these leviathans, just as Basil did.

Basil’s description of the interior of a tank suggests not much has changed on the inside either. The Chieftains and Challenger tanks I spent many thousands of hours in are remarkably cramped, and blisteringly hot in both summer and winter. During one freezing cold exercise in BATUS, the British Army’s tank training area in Canada, I was second in command of 2RTR, preparing for the coming armoured assault into Iraq. One morning, the Brigade Logistics Officer came to me to express his utter confusion at how a regiment of Challenger 2 tanks could burn through 20,000 litres of diesel without moving anywhere. I told him that the tanks needed to be run to stop them freezing, or at least they needed to be run to keep those of us operating them from freezing, which made them perhaps the most expensive heater on the battlefield!

Like Basil, I am sure it was not until combat that our soldiers came to really appreciate what the officers added. In the build-up to the First Gulf War, my troop sergeant frequently told me what to do, but once the firing started, he began asking me what to do. There is no other relationship so close on the battlefield as that in a tank crew, and all these years later I still know and love them all. Most of the men I shared the cramped spaces inside a myriad of tanks with came from the hardest streets and schools in Manchester, Newcastle and Glasgow. I came from one of the most elite public schools in the south of England. We couldn’t have had a more different start in life, but we became the greatest of chums, united in the fact that we were all ‘tankies’.

So it must have been incredibly difficult that morning in France for Basil to put his feelings about George aside and undertake the task alone, without his best buddy by his side. Yet that is exactly what he did. The twenty-five operational Mark I tanks, including Basil’s, moved towards the German lines. Basil was one of only nine to reach or penetrate the German lines. However, his tank was insufficient to suppress the German defenders’ fire and the infantry were unable to reach the Quadrilateral. He would later describe the scene: ‘The sight of thousands of our men dying and wounded was ghastly.’

Basil himself suffered injuries to his face from a shattering glass prism and was temporarily blinded. Meanwhile, George’s tank was repaired and he was ordered to support a further attack on the original objective. He successfully reached the Quadrilateral, but when the infantry attack was cancelled, his tank came under heavy fire and was badly damaged. They were ordered to withdraw.

A clearer picture of what had gone wrong was starting to emerge. There were instances of tanks firing on their own troops during the advance, tanks getting lost and breakdowns galore. After all the cost, effort and training along with the expectations heaped upon the crews of the new weapons, there was a palpable sense of failure.

While George’s family were told he was killed by shellfire later that day, historians have subsequently pieced together evidence that indicates George may have shot himself, perhaps because of the sense of failure of his part in the attack. He was only twenty years old.

Little did he know that he’d actually overseen an action that would change the world. The tactics of effective tank warfare had yet to be developed, but this was to come during the First World War. Working out how tanks could advance with the support of infantry and artillery was rapidly developed to the point that many in the modern military would recognise the tactics employed.

For the German defenders, the appearance of the tank created an initial, and one might suppose inevitable, shock, and reports came from prisoners of ‘unfairness’ and ‘an impertinence’ to use them. Reactions varied along the front with some soldiers running away in fright – especially in the early gloom – others trying to establish what the machines were capable of. Whether there had been any warning or intelligence gathered about the new tanks – and from what source – has been debated by historians for years. Either way, getting such huge machines to France (code-named Alpaca) and then to the front lines in total secrecy was a challenge that appears to have worked.

The need to find a breakthrough and bring manoeuvre back to a static battlefield led to the development of the tank in the First World War. The situation in France and Belgium, after the failure of the German Schlieffen Plan which had aimed to win the swift capture of Paris, had forced the German Army to retreat to better ground to defend. Here they ‘dug in’, building trenches, setting up barbed wire and machine-gun positions to sweep the ground – no-man’s land – and establish an impenetrable front that extended for hundreds of miles from the Channel to the Swiss border. Germany had to fight a war on two fronts – hence the desire for a swift early victory. It now defended in the West and sent armies East to fight the Russians.

The result of this new defensive line in the West was a form of siege warfare with neither side showing a vulnerable flank. It was all very different to the Napoleonic Wars of the previous century where armies would face each other on the field of battle, infantry going head-to-head while cavalry tried to ‘turn’ or go around the flanks. By Christmas of 1914, the Germans’ decision to dig in and build endless trenches with no flanks meant that the traditional methods of attack were seen to be failing. But efforts to remove this occupying Army would have to continue.

At this time, the Allies didn’t have nearly enough artillery to shell the Germans out of their positions and their attempts to take the battle to the Germans had resulted in casualty numbers that could not continue. It was becoming clear to a number of people that the tactics they were engaging in were not working and the loss of men simply unsustainable. In short, a new solution had to be found.

But how could this new type of siege warfare be broken? Whatever solution they came up with needed to be less casualty-heavy. To that end, it was decided that mechanical solutions be explored more fully. Naval engineers began thinking about how they might develop what they called a ‘land battleship’.

No journalists were allowed in the field at the beginning of the First World War. The government feared that a free press would give away secrets and reflect the true toll the war was taking on British troops which, in turn, would only demoralise people back home. But certain military-sanctioned soldiers who had journalistic talent were sent to the front so as to produce positive news reports for domestic consumption. One of them was Lt Col (later Maj General Sir) Ernest Swinton who became the official reporter for the Army at the beginning of the war.

During Swinton’s time at the front in France, gathering stories for the British papers gave him a great opportunity to see what was going on. As an experienced soldier, Swinton had taken part in the Boer War and observed others such as the Russo-Japanese War. In France, he saw the prevailing conditions that had developed with trenches and barbed wire and thought a mechanical answer was the only way forward; perhaps an armoured tractor capable of crushing wire, climbing earthworks and destroying machine guns. He had the good fortune of influential friends, including Maurice Hankey, who acted as secretary to the War Cabinet. He made a case to Hankey that some form of vehicle to help the British Army fight back on the Western Front was required if they were to push the occupying German Army from its positions.

He would later write in his memoir: ‘My vague idea of an armoured vehicle had crystallised in the form of a power-driven, bulletproofed, armed engine capable of destroying machine guns, crossing country and trenches, breaking through entanglements, and of climbing earthworks.’

His appeal was discussed by the Cabinet, and soon the Navy and Army began to run tests to explore what such a vehicle would look like. At this stage of the war, there was still a certain optimism of a swift victory – only the Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, argued the need for mass Army recruitment and long-term planning, at scale, for war materiel. There was also confusion in the management of the various departments and the rivalry and competition between the two services. It was not helped by Churchill’s wish to meddle in the ground war of the Western Front, to the anger of many in the Army’s hierarchy.

Many of the ideas proposed to answer this problem now seem outlandish. Experiments with tractors to lay bridges over trenches failed, joining two tractors together didn’t work either. A huge, spoked wheel with guns and an engine way off the ground on a central hub was only sketched – other ideas were built and scrapped. One example was named ‘Pedrail’ which looked much like a tram that would carry a section of soldiers across the battlefield for them to then jump down into the enemy’s trench through a trapdoor as a raiding party.

The variety of ideas reflected a more general public offer of ‘help’ and ideas that bombarded the War Office in 1915. Finding out which suggestions and inventions (tens of thousands were submitted) had real value was no easy task. It was no wonder the High Command looked on some of these new ideas as mere distractions from the real task of building up the New Armies that were to see action in 1916. But by the summer of 1915, Churchill and the Commander of the British Expeditionary Force, Sir John French, were encouraging not just ideas but real development, so a Landships Committee was formed to collate the requirements and settle on a design.

Albert Stern, a banker with drive and many good contacts, took over as Secretary of the Landships Committee. On 24 July 1915, he approached Fosters of Lincoln to put together an armoured box using a Daimler Knight engine (already used by Fosters in a tractor to pull heavy siege guns) and laid on Bullock tracks; a longer specially made set would be imported from the USA. Tracks of sorts had already been used on ploughing and tractor vehicles and they were favoured over wheels as they could spread the weight of a heavy vehicle over a larger area and avoid it getting stuck in softer ground.

A prototype designed by Walter Wilson, an engineer who had served as part of a new naval armoured car unit, and Fosters director, William Tritton, was built to test some of the new ideas. Building the vehicle was remarkably quick, and a test run was held on 9 September 1915, first in the factory yard, then at Crosscliff outside Lincoln. The prototype tank, nicknamed Little Willie, was hidden under a tarpaulin to keep it secret. It was really a test bed, a metal box, riveted together with the idea of a round turret to hold a gun (never fitted) on top.

Rear wheels were fitted to a metal frame to assist with steering and the angle of the tracks on the ground. The imported tracks did not work as well as planned because they sagged too heavily and at some angles they slid off. There was no choice but to go back to the drawing board and here, Walter Wilson showed his engineering genius by designing a new system of track. He came up with a pressed steel plate with a flange on the inner side that ran in grooves and stopped the tracks sliding off or dropping away from the track carriers over rough ground. This new track would be used successfully on all British tanks of the First World War.

Now much more aware of the Army’s requirements, such as the need for any vehicle to cross an 8-foot-wide German trench, Walter Wilson had come up with a new shape for the proposed tank. This rhomboid design included the same 105 hp engine, but now the first design was in essence housed inside new track carriers that took the tracks around the sides of the vehicle. An angle at the front meant barbed wire could be crushed under the tracks while ‘sponsons’ held the armament in bay windows fitted on each side of the tank instead of a turret on top. Instead of a turret, the guns were held in side projections, a little like bay windows in armour plate. These ‘sponsons’, a term and feature taken from naval ships, could be unbolted and carried separately to allow the tank to be transported on railway flatbeds.

A wooden mock-up, with the name HMLS Centipede applied, was shown in London at the end of September. Approval for the construction of a mild steel prototype was given by the War Office and it drove in the yard at Fosters on 12 January 1916, this vehicle rapidly receiving the nickname ‘Mother’.

The weapons to be carried were only decided at a late stage in the design process. A 2.95-inch mountain gun was borrowed from Woolwich Arsenal and was considered good, but an appropriate supply was not available. The Admiralty, having been heavily involved in the construction and testing of the new vehicles, suggested 6-pounder guns, spares of which were available from naval stocks. The gun was called a 6-pounder as the solid shot it fired weighed 6 pounds (2.7 kg).

To test the effect on the hull of a gun firing from a sponson, Mother was taken to Burton Park near Lincoln during the night of 19 January. There she was demonstrated successfully and photographed. An armour piercing, solid round was brought up from London by Major Hetherington from the Royal Naval Air Service and Albert Stern, the Secretary of the Landships Committee (who would soon be put in charge of tank production). Hetherington fired the gun but nothing happened, a misfire. As the gun was being examined from inside Mother, the gun went off, but no one was tracing the fall of shot.

Albert Stern later wrote: ‘No one knew where the shell had gone. We feared the worst. Lincoln Cathedral was in danger!’ Later, Stern went on ‘. . . after two hours spent with a spade, the shell was found buried in the earth, to the great relief of us all.’

The next major demonstration was at Hatfield House in Bedfordshire – offered for the purpose by the Marquess of Salisbury. Here, a mini assault course was built in the grounds and on 2 February, the great and the good were given a demonstration in which Mother performed well. Kitchener called it ‘a pretty mechanical toy’, but he later approved the construction of more vehicles. Some even thought he had denigrated the potential of the tank to draw attention away from it. Already there was a feeling that secrecy was paramount, or the element of surprise would be lost when the tank first appeared. Those sent by Field Marshal Douglas Haig, as Commander on the Western Front, were impressed. Further demonstrations were held – including one for the King.

The favourable reports of the trials convinced Haig that these new weapons could play a vital role in his planned summer offensive, since 1915 had proved a costly year for the British Army, and Haig had replaced Sir John French as Commander in Chief. With a fresh offensive on German positions in 1916, he wanted to prove himself and saw the tank as a key piece in achieving that ambition.

The war had now been running for over a year and factory space was at a premium. Equipping the Navy and the New Armies with basic equipment and ammunition, which had been in short supply for some of the 1915 attacks, were the priorities. Tanks could be made at Fosters, but there was limited capacity, so Metropolitan Carriage, Wagon and Finance
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