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PREFACE

THE KAISER’S ARMY 1914–1918 seeks to provide an authoritative and comprehensive guide and reference to virtually every aspect of the German imperial army that fought in World War I. As well as providing a wide-ranging description of the development of the Kaiser’s army, this work is structured to serve as an authoritative companion to many of the existing historical works, personal memoirs and more specifically focused battlefield accounts of imperial Germany’s fighting forces during World War I. Arguably, it also complements and serves as an essential prequel to my earlier work Hitler’s Army 1939–1945 (Conway, 2009). As such, The Kaiser’s Army describes the German army of the pre-war period and then deals with its development during the war years, covering matters such as its preparations for war, organization, command and control, manpower, combat arms, supporting services, tactics, training and operational procedures. Also described are the uniforms the troops wore, the weapons with which they fought and the equipment issued to them to carry out their role. An overview of the Kaiser’s army at war is necessarily included in Part II in order to set the main part of this work in context, although a detailed account of each campaign and battle in which the army was engaged between 1914 and 1918 is beyond the intended scope of this work. None the less, the influence of wider international and domestic events upon the development of the army, not only during the war but also during the several decades leading up to 1914, was significant, and these are addressed where appropriate. The impact of these influences and events – political and military, strategic and operational, international and domestic – is very evident throughout the historical overviews in Parts I and II, dealing as they do first of all with the army during the period of relative peace for imperial Germany that followed the Franco-Prussian War and then with the four years of all-out warfare that began in August 1914. I have also taken the opportunity in Part II to try to balance the inevitable coverage of the fighting on the Western Front by highlighting some of the army’s less familiar campaigns, including those in German East Africa, the Middle East, and on the Eastern and Italian Fronts.

The Kaiser’s Army relies on a number of contemporary German military sources and texts that originated between 1900 and 1918, as well as in the 1930s, and this is reflected in the use of the 1914–18 German military titles and terms for various types of units, personnel, weapons, equipment and so on where appropriate. Generally such terms are invariably shown with their English-language equivalent on first use (but with this explanation also sometimes repeated later where necessary), and every German word and phrase used in the main text can also be found in the Glossary. Where variations in some German words describing the same item or subject were identified between sources (often where two or three publications were produced several years apart), a single, correct version has been selected and adopted throughout the book and in the Glossary. Where appropriate, the use of the German ‘ess-tset’ (ß) character instead of the letters ‘ss’ mirrors the correct grammatical use of that written character in the 1914–18 period.

With regard to the endnotes, some of these are quite extensive, as I have not only used them to indicate sources but have once again adopted the practice used in several of my previous books to amplify or explain in more detail various matters dealt with in the main text but where the inclusion of such detail within that text might distract attention from the principal theme. Accordingly, readers will find a diverse range of additional facts, figures, anecdotal material, biographical notes and explanatory and other information amongst the endnotes, several of which represent ‘stand alone’ summaries of the subject in hand.

Concerning the material and sources used in The Kaiser’s Army, all of the illustrations are from my own collection, with most of the photographs and colour images (including German army World War I field postcards and contemporary photographs) published originally between 1900 and 1920. The individual illustrations in the monochrome photograph section were prepared for publication by Keith Luxton of Twyford Copy and Print, Tiverton. The field-grey uniforms illustrated in colour in the uniforms and insignia plate section were originally published in Die Graue Felduniform der Deutschen Armee by Verlag von Moritz Ruhl of Leipzig in 1910, at which time the German army adopted the first version of the field-grey service uniform that it wore during the war years 1914–18. Where short quotations have been used, these are fully credited in the endnotes and the bibliography. Most such quotations are from German and British military publications from the 1914–18 period or other sources from the early decades of the last century; however, a few edited texts are drawn from more recently published compilations of contemporary accounts of World War I, and these are credited accordingly, with additional amplifying remarks as appropriate. I have also taken the liberty of assuming continuing permissions for my albeit minimal or part re-use of some quotations used originally in two of my earlier books ‘First Reich’ (2002) and Fighting for the Fatherland (2006). As ever, the flea markets and secondhand or antique book shops of Berlin, Munich, Dresden and a number of other German towns and cities, as well as in the Austrian capital Vienna, have over very many years provided an unfailing source of reference material, original documents and contemporary monochrome and colour illustrations of every type. The illustrations in this work reflect this, just as the main text reflects the excellence of the displays and archives of a number of German military, national and local museums, both great and small.

Pertaining directly to the sources used for The Kaiser’s Army, a special contribution to the project was that made by Gavin McClennan, a friend much-travelled in Europe during and since the Cold War, but with particular first-hand experience of the former DDR (East Germany). In addition to providing specific information connected with my research in Dresden during 2012, while in an old bookshop in Zittau (Saxony) he found an original copy of Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen (literally, Duties of the Royal Saxon Infantryman) published in 1915, and was kind enough to send it to me. As a result, much of the detailed low-level information contained in this officially-approved handbook has been incorporated in The Kaiser’s Army or used to verify, validate or clarify the less clear or conflicting material found in some other sources. In similar vein, I was most grateful to Jeremy Whitehorn of Heartland Old Books in Devon for providing me with a 1914 English-language edition of Count von Baudissin’s controversial and revealing book Life in a German Crack Regiment, originally published in 1904 under von Baudissin’s pen name of ‘Baron von Schlicht’.

Once again, I am indebted to David Green in the United Kingdom, Terry Hughes in Australia, and my wife Prue for carrying out the preliminary editing of the draft manuscript. I am aware that the organizational complexities and ambiguities of the Kaiser’s army, together with my wide use of contemporary German terminology, made this task particularly challenging. Their critical comments, corrections, and suggestions for improvements were truly invaluable and have added very significantly to the accuracy, readability and overall quality of the finished work. An especially helpful outcome of their separate analyses and suggestions was the amplification of some parts of the text to ensure the book’s overall accessibility not only to specialist readers or students of the subject but also to the more general reader. I was also most appreciative of the access and research support afforded to me by the excellent Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr at Dresden. In earlier times this was provided by Oberstleutnant Ferdinand von Richthofen, but in 2012 and 2013 I was most grateful for the support of Dr. Oberst Matthias Rogg, Dr. Gorch Pieken and Dr. Gerhard Bauer. I also wish to acknowledge the support of the Wien Museum and the Heeresgeschichtliches Museum in Vienna during 2013. The Heeresgeschichtliches Museum provided a wealth of information on the part played by Austria-Hungary as Germany’s principal European ally during the war, as well as a particularly valuable insight into aspects of the Home Front 1914–18; this included the changed responsibilities, new challenges and often uncertain futures of those women whose menfolk had answered the national call to arms.

I am yet again particularly grateful to my friend and professional colleague from earlier times Jorg-Peter Hellerling, a former lieutenant colonel of the German Bundeswehr. His diligent work to resolve specific research queries and to identify and correct my inevitable errors of translation or misapplication of German language or terminology as the project developed was absolutely indispensable. Peter’s work in Germany on my behalf included rationalizing a multiplicity of terms and descriptive titles drawn separately from a wide range of 1900–18 German and English military publications, these terms and titles often varying considerably between such contemporary sources. The resulting glossary is a comprehensive and informative reference document that confers a particular authority and credibility upon the work.

My thanks are due to David Gibbons for applying his considerable experience as a professional editor to this book. It is the sixth such work by me that he has processed and once again this book has benefited enormously from his unfailingly constructive professional editing, together with his always appropriate tweaking of the final draft where necessary. In addition to carrying out the final editing of the main text, David developed and produced the maps, as well as laying out the photographic section, colour images and artwork, line drawings and diagrams that support the text.

My special thanks are due to John Lee at Anova Books for matching (over several years) his personal faith in the future of this project to my own enthusiasm for the venture. I have been fortunate to enjoy such strong support for The Kaiser’s Army from all who have contributed to its development, and it therefore remains only for me to acknowledge that any remaining factual or other errors that might possibly be identified in this work are mine alone. If a reader should identify any matter in need of updating or correction, the relevant details should be sent to the publisher in the first instance, in order that they may be taken properly into account during the development of future editions of The Kaiser’s Army 1914–1918.

At this point these acknowledgements and introductory remarks would normally have ended. However, in mid-2014 a change in the ownership of Conway’s parent company, Anova Books (which was subsequently renamed Pavilion Books), was followed shortly thereafter by the sale of Conway to Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. In the course of these events, publication of The Kaiser’s Army was postponed from its anticipated publication in late July 2014 to the spring of 2015. Consequently, ever since Bloomsbury inherited The Kaiser’s Army in October 2014, I have been most grateful to Janet Murphy, Jenny Clark and all of the staff at Bloomsbury for their wholehearted support for this project and for finally taking it forward to publication so expeditiously and with considerable enthusiasm.

David Stone

May 2015
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INTRODUCTION


‘We had seen the generations before us grow old in security, and it seemed a wonderful dream to be permitted to fight as soldiers for our country’s greatness, ready to give all we had. We felt ourselves grow to meet the responsibility that suddenly rested all its weight on our shoulders, and the past woke in us to make each a part of one terrific force. The word Fatherland like an old magic formula transformed us from the bottom, and loosing all ties of party and sect made us of one heart and mind. All of military age, to a man, thronged to the colours, eager to show by deeds that they were ready for the task their times laid upon them and that their country might rely upon them.’

Leutnant Ernst Jünger,

on Germany’s declaration of war,

August 1914


Ever since Prussia and later a unified Germany emerged as one of continental Europe’s foremost military powers, historians and professional soldiers have studied that nation’s military evolution, seeking to identify the secret of its often spectacular successes. Understandably they have also pondered the reasons for Germany’s eventual defeats in 1918 and 1945 despite the formidable war machines with which the country entered these global conflicts. It is a matter of record that the professional qualities of the individual German officer and soldier – their ethos, discipline and training, together with the army’s organization, its general staff system, the weapons and equipment and the tactics it employed – together produced a legend of German military excellence and superiority that reached its highest point during the final years of the nineteenth century and then endured well into the twentieth century.

Germany suffered a crushing defeat in 1918, one that was much-exacerbated by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. But, against all the odds, the army generally managed to retain its aura of professional excellence and practical competence through even to the final stages of World War II. That aura enabled the creation of the Weimar Republic’s Reichswehr in 1919 and the Wehrmacht of the Third Reich in 1935 – and the firm foundation upon which these more recent German military forces were built was the old German imperial army, the Kaiser’s army that existed from 1871 to 1918. Although the army that went to war in 1914 was primarily the product of almost seven decades of military development since the Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian wars fought by Wilhelm I, von Bismarck, and von Moltke in the mid-nineteenth century, it also reflected to a considerable extent the even older Prussian military traditions of the preceding two centuries.

But from 1914 many of the army’s long-standing military certainties and well-established operational assumptions were swept away as it became embroiled in a global war. The changes experienced by the Kaiser’s army between 1914 and 1918 were seismic. They affected matters as diverse and wide-ranging as operational concepts and tactics, uniforms and equipment, the relationship between officers and soldiers, the seminal impact of new weapons and technology, and the growing importance of public opinion and modern democratic government in Germany, a country in which the old imperial order was already exhibiting a considerable degree of hubris by the beginning of the twentieth century. Simultaneously, wider issues of patriotism, legality, humanity, the rules of war and aspects of the social order within the army were challenged, tested – sometimes found wanting – and in many cases changed for ever. But perhaps the greatest challenge for the high command after 1914 was the emerging need for the army to engage in a new form of warfare which, in more modern times, would be characterized as ‘total war’, with all that this implied and involved in practice.

As the conflict developed, the army had constantly to adapt. A short war of manoeuvre waged on only one front at any given time had been planned by the general staff and confidently anticipated by the German political and military leadership, but by the end of six months the fighting had evolved into a protracted and largely positional war of attrition fought simultaneously on several fronts. As well as conducting the ground war on the main Western, Eastern, Middle Eastern and Asian Fronts, German troops were engaged in a series of largely ‘unseen’ and sparsely reported campaigns in the nation’s overseas territories and colonies for varying periods, and in German East Africa up to and beyond the Armistice in 1918. On the army’s many battlefronts, machine-guns and barbed wire rapidly gained prominence over the more traditional rifle and bayonet, while in 1915 a new weapon of war was revealed when the first clouds of poison gas rolled across the already devastated landscape at Ypres on the Western Front. Powerful new artillery dominated daily activities on the well-established fronts, supporting an ever-more destructive and inhuman war of attrition. In the skies above, increasing numbers of reconnaissance and combat aircraft vied for aerial supremacy, raining bombs, bullets and observed artillery fire on to the ground below. Major advances in telegraphy, wireless and other means of communication assisted the business of command and control while also increasing the overall complexity of controlling operations. At the same time, the spread of motorization and the use of modern railway systems enhanced mobility and affected operational and strategic planning. However, on the Western Front the general staff’s much-vaunted doctrine of manoeuvre warfare and the primacy of offensive operations soon lost their relevance and pre-war status amidst a sea of mud that virtually nullified the army’s mobility, while at the same time its soldiers were experiencing the unprecedentedly destructive effects of modern defensive fire-power. The high command’s reluctant but pragmatic acknowledgement of the new dominance of the defence followed, together with its adoption (albeit as a temporary strategic expedient) of positional warfare in the west. From 1914 this operational policy decision resulted in the requirement for many hundreds of thousands of German troops to defend the vast, complex line of trenches that eventually ran from the North Sea coast to the Swiss border.

During four years of war, the imperial German army enjoyed varying fortunes, although its professionalism, resilience and the sound motivation and morale of its officers and men generally remained constant. This was still very evident as late as March 1918 when Ludendorff launched the army’s last great Kaiserschlacht offensive on the Western Front. However, time was running out for the Fatherland by that stage, as the strategic balance had already swung irreversibly against it. The burgeoning numbers of troops arriving in Europe from the United States had already produced 25 new US divisions to reinforce the Anglo-French forces, and during the last six months of the war a further 1.5 million American soldiers arrived in France. By November 1918, the total of 2 million US soldiers deployed on the Western Front broadly equalled the numbers of troops fielded by the British (1.8 million) and French (1.7 million) armies in that area of the conflict. In Germany the situation on the home front was deteriorating day-by-day as the stranglehold imposed by the Allied naval blockade continued to curtail severely the country’s ability to acquire the essential raw materials, food and other resources it needed to continue the war.1 In such dire strategic circumstances, a German victory had become all but unattainable by the beginning of 1918, despite which a misplaced but widely held perception persisted within the field army (Feldheer) that it could still fight on and eventually win the war. In any event, by mid-1918 the war had been lost and the final fate of the Kaiser and the German imperial army was sealed, a reality forcibly underlined by the terms of the treaty signed at Versailles in 1919.


PART I
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THE KAISER’S ARMY IN PEACETIME

1871–1914

1. HOME IS THE HERO: BERLIN, 17 MARCH 1871

On the cold, wintry morning of 17 March 1871, King Wilhelm I of Prussia and several regiments of his army returned from the recent battlefields of France to a rapturously enthusiastic reception in the Prussian capital, Berlin. By March 1871 Berlin’s status had changed immeasurably since the start of the war against France the previous summer. No longer was it merely the principal city of Brandenburg-Prussia; it was now the capital of the new German Second Empire, which had been proclaimed to the world in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles on 18 January. Accordingly, the victorious Prussian ruler and commander-in-chief who now rode along the Unter den Linden at the head of his troops was universally acclaimed and fêted as Kaiser Wilhelm I, the leader of a potentially mighty Germanic empire who had successfully united and then led the disparate German states to an historic victory against France. For the German citizens thronging the streets of Berlin that day in March, the flurries of snow and the bitter wind blowing into the city from the east were of little consequence, for they were witnessing what all believed to be the beginning of a new golden age of international influence, imperial development, national power, prestige and prosperity – and a period of peace and security for the Fatherland and the empire that would henceforth be guaranteed by an army whose proven combat success, organizational efficiency and consummate professionalism made it the best such force in continental Europe.

During the previous autumn and winter, the demands of the general staff for ever more manpower and resources had been set against a steadily mounting toll of German casualties, a situation highlighted in the public consciousness by the regular sight of contingents of wounded and disabled soldiers returning home from France. As the weeks passed, this had precipitated a growing sense of war-weariness and uneasiness in some parts of the German civilian population. Such doubts and uncertainties were speedily dispelled by the triumphant return of the Fatherland’s victorious soldiers that March. Undeniably, the German success against France had been stunning and had generally been achieved in the best traditions of the Prussian military ethos and code of conduct – notwithstanding the severe punitive action taken against French irregular forces (the francs-tireurs) during the winter campaign. The creation of the new empire was a landmark in history, but it also placed Germany at a national and strategic crossroads. This was particularly so for the redoubtable war machine that had enabled the creation of this new empire.

During the years that followed the defeat and humiliation of France, the imperial German army would gradually become a victim of its own success as it sought to consolidate what was already its virtually unassailable position within Germany and to enhance its formidable capability in order to support Germany’s growing imperial ambitions. For the army and the German nation alike, the post-war period would prove to be an unsettling and somewhat unsatisfactory period of history, a period of contrasts during which the glittering military successes of 1870–1, if not actually squandered, were certainly not built upon as effectively as they perhaps deserved. Indeed, it might be argued that the victory against France in 1871 was truly the zenith of the German army’s achievements in history, for none of its later conflicts were underwritten by such a worthy national aspiration as the unification of Germany.2 But all that was very much for the future – in 1871 it was time for the high command to take stock of more recent events and to draw from them the lessons of the war and indicators of the way ahead for what was now the imperial German army.

2. A TIME FOR REFLECTION

The period from the end of the Franco-Prussian War until the outbreak of World War I in 1914 was characterized by four major factors affecting the army. First, there was the continued consolidation and enhancement of its already significant power, status and influence – especially that of the officer corps – both within Germany and beyond. Next, there was Germany’s new status as an imperial power. This would inevitably generate colonial and global aspirations and for the first time would bring the army into direct competition with the navy for funding and resources. Thirdly, while the almost fifty years before 1914 were largely peaceful for Germany, it was during this period that the spectre of France and Russia as the new empire’s potential enemies was raised. The perceived significance of these two threats was such that very detailed plans for countering them occupied the German government and the army general staff directly. Consequently, the need for a future war against one or both of these countries soon achieved an unassailable level of acceptance in the German military consciousness, while making such a conflict virtually inevitable.

The fourth consideration involved personalities and the human element. As had been the case for the previous two and a half centuries, the Prussian heritage of the empire’s leadership affected the nature and development of the army significantly during the five decades prior to the great conflict that finally broke out in 1914. Three German Kaisers (emperors), all of whom were members of the Prussian house of Hohenzollern, ruled to direct and influence the course of imperial German history between 1871 and 1918. In 1888 the well educated, liberally inclined, cultured and militarily astute Friedrich III died of throat cancer after just 99 days on the throne. This particularly cruel turn of fate denied Germany an opportunity to reconcile and moderate the great international and internal influences, ambitions and frictions that gradually transformed the victory and triumph of 1871 into an imperial hubris during the years after Friedrich’s death, when the 30-year reign of Wilhelm II, Friedrich’s eldest son, proved to be excessively imperialistic and militaristic. Consequently, although the regime undoubtedly favoured and supported the army, it also encouraged and reinforced its self-aggrandizement, which progressively de-coupled the high command from governmental control and diluted or removed various essential checks and balances that had been imposed upon it in former times.

In the years that followed the victory of 1871 the German army was reorganized and re-equipped to take full account of its recent experiences in France. Its organization reflected the proven advantages of the regional basing of units, formations and headquarters, as well as the maintenance of a strong regimental system and minimizing organizational change where it was not essential. The post-1871 organization also brought the forces of all of the German states, including the major contingents provided by Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg, into the formal order of battle of the imperial German army, although various aspects of their organization and peacetime command arrangements maintained the heritage and distinct identities of the military forces provided by these more minor German states. As a result, from 1871 all of these forces joined those of Prussia – always the largest contingent – within a single unified army funded by the states of the North German Confederation, to which all the formerly independent German states now belonged. Despite this, and the fact that the army was controlled centrally from the old Prussian capital, the actual extent of the military dependence of the various German states on Prussia varied and still depended very much on the bilateral agreements and conventions that had previously been concluded with Berlin. From its formal establishment in 1871 this formidable military force was entirely at the disposal of its commander-in-chief, the Kaiser, and as such he was entitled to inspect any part of it virtually at will. However, there were two exceptions to this. The first of these was a diplomatic provision that before the Kaiser visited non-Prussian units he was obliged to inform the relevant head of state of his intentions. The second exception modified the absolute duty of every German soldier to obey the Kaiser as his commander-in-chief by an agreement that Bavarian troops would only be bound by this particular provision in time of war.

3. ORGANIZATION AND INNOVATION

Although the development of strategy, operational doctrine and major policy decisions continued to be controlled centrally, being the everyday work of the senior officers of the high command and the members of the all-powerful general staff, the army’s command and training system in peacetime afforded a large measure of decentralization and autonomy to the various army corps in Germany. Corps commanders enjoyed a great deal of independence, working within a broad remit that included responsibility for their formation’s overall efficiency and preparedness for war, its training and recruiting. Corps areas equated to military districts in peacetime and the locations and command arrangements of the various units within each district generally reflected their initial wartime subordination, as well as facilitating the speedy passage of call-up notices and instructions for the district’s reservists in time of war or crisis. In 1898 there were twenty army corps, of which fifteen (including the Guard Corps) were composed almost entirely of Prussian troops, being administered by the Prussian War Ministry. The remaining five corps were the I and II (Royal Bavarian) Corps, the XII Corps (Royal Saxon No. 1), the XIII (Royal Württemberg) Corps and the XIX Corps (Royal Saxon No. 2).

By the mid-1890s the peacetime establishment of the army was about 23,000 officers and 557,440 non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and men. Including all non-combatants, the peacetime army included 585,490 soldiers and 97,850 horses. On mobilization the army divided into the field army (Feldheer), with four or five army corps combining to form separate deployable armies, and the home army (Heimatheer). The Heimatheer remained in garrisons in Germany to defend the homeland and maintain law and order, with the most important parallel responsibilities of continuing to recruit and provide replacement personnel for those men lost in action by the field army. Once the army was formally mobilized about 1,400,000 men could take the field, with a further 960,000 joining them within four weeks. However, in a situation of extreme crisis Germany could muster as many as seven million men by calling out every reservist, the Landsturm, and men whose military training was still incomplete. By the turn of the century the legacy of the war machine that had served Bismarck and von Moltke so well during the 1870–1 conflict was a much-enhanced German army, which was now designed to satisfy the military and foreign policy requirements of the German empire in the new century.


The German Imperial Army (1880–1900)3



	Unit or Formation

	c.1880

	c.1895

	1900




	Army corps districts

	19

	20

	23




	Infantry regiments

	166

	215

	215




	Infantry battalions

	513

	605

	625




	Jäger or Schützen battalions

	21

	19

	19




	Cavalry regiments

	93

	93

	96




	Cavalry squadrons

	469

	469

	482




	Field artillery regiments

	37

	43

	45




	Field artillery batteries

	364

	494

	574




	Foot artillery battalions

	31

	37

	38




	Pioneer battalions

	19

	23

	26




	Engineer battalions

	Nil

	7

	11




	Railway regiments

	2

	3

	3




	Railway battalions

	5

	7

	7




	Telegraph battalions

	Nil

	3

	3




	Balloon detachments

	2

	2

	2




	Military train battalions

	18

	21

	23




	Total officers

	about 20,000

	about 23,000

	about 23,000




	Total NCOs and enlisted soldiers

	479,229

	479,229

	495,500




	 

	 

	 

	(established)




	Approximate war strength

	up to 1,702,300

	up to 2,360,000

	up to 3,000,000




	of the fully mobilized army

	 

	 

	 





Organizational refinements and progressive increases in the army’s strength were not the only legacies of 1871. Technology had also played an important part in the outcome of the recent war, and certain matters now required urgent action to redress some weaknesses that had been exposed by the conflict. Foremost amongst these was the need to replace the army’s standard rifle, the Dreyse needle-gun. In 1888 a new magazine-loading bolt-action rifle – the Mauser – was introduced throughout the army to replace its trusty but now badly outdated predecessor.

The first version of the new Mauser rifle had been a simple bolt-action single-shot weapon; in 1884 a tubular magazine was added (located within the stock); and in 1888, the version designated as the ‘Mauser Box Magazine Repeating Rifle’ (or the ‘Rifle Type 88’) was adopted and issued. The rifle’s box magazine held five rounds (calibre 7.9 millimetres) which were loaded from a metal clip, the cartridges containing smokeless powder. The Mauser had an effective range of up to 4,336 yards (3,945 metres), although in most cases accurate fire at ranges up to 2,000 yards (1,800 metres) was the best that might be expected.5 A trained soldier could fire between ten and fifteen aimed shots each minute and as many as 30 rounds per minute at the rapid rate. Subsequent improvements and modifications to the rifle were carried out, and by 1914 the ‘Type 98’ was the standard rifle issued throughout the army, although numbers of the Type 88 were still in use at the outbreak of World War I.

Army Corps and Military District Locations (1900)4



	Corps

	HQ Location

	District




	Guard Corps

	Berlin

	Prussia & Alsace-Lorraine




	I

	Königsberg

	East Prussia (designated as a ‘frontier corps’)




	II

	Stettin

	Pomerania




	III

	Berlin

	Brandenburg




	IV

	Magdeburg

	Prussian Saxony




	V

	Posen

	Duchy of Posen




	VI

	Breslau

	Silesia




	VII

	Münster

	Westphalia




	VIII

	Koblenz

	Rhineland




	IX

	Altona

	Schleswig-Holstein




	X

	Hannover

	Hannover




	XI

	Kassel

	Thuringia and Hesse-Nassau




	XII (Royal Saxon No. 1)

	Dresden

	Eastern Saxony




	XIII (Royal Württemberg)

	Stuttgart

	Württemberg




	XIV

	Karlsruhe

	Baden (designated as a ‘frontier corps’)




	XV

	Straßburg

	Alsace




	XVI

	Metz

	Western Lorraine




	XVII

	Danzig

	West Prussia




	XVIII

	Frankfurt am Main

	Hesse (created 16 March 1899)




	XIX (Royal Saxon No. 2)

	Leipzig

	Western Saxony (created 16 March 1899)




	I Royal Bavarian

	Münich

	Southern Bavaria




	II Royal Bavarian

	Würzburg

	Lower Franconia and Palatinate




	III Royal Bavarian

	Nürnberg

	Northern Bavaria (created 16 March 1899)





Another weapon that had understandably attracted much interest during the Franco-Prussian War was the French army’s mitrailleuse. Its true potential had not been properly appreciated by the high command of the army that developed and employed these early types of machine-gun, but their true significance was well understood elsewhere, especially so in Germany and Britain. In light of this, the invention in 1884 and subsequent development of the Maxim gun by the American-born British inventor Sir Hiram Maxim in his London factory owed much to the reputation the mitrailleuse had earned during the 1870–1 conflict. Maxims were used extensively by the British army during its colonial campaigns from about 1889 and were adopted by a number of other European armies and other forces. In 1887 the Maxim was demonstrated to Kaiser Wilhelm II, who was suitably impressed, although a full programme of trials was not set in train by the general staff until the early 1890s. These extensive trials eventually resulted in the Maxim’s official adoption by the German army in 1899, followed by its subsequent manufacture under licence. By that stage the widespread availability of smokeless ammunition had overcome a significant drawback of the early machine-guns – the large amount of smoke produced when firing could both reveal the gun’s location and obscure continued sight of its target. The version of the weapon made under licence by Germany was designated the ‘Maschinengewehr Modell 1908’ (MG 08), being fully accepted into service in 1908. At the same time as these new weapons entered general service, dedicated machine-gun units and detachments were established to man them, their role being to provide close fire support to infantry units, as well as to the army’s cavalry divisions on mobilization.

Innovations in mobility, communications and surveillance (including the use of tethered observation balloons) also emerged during the American Civil War 1861–65 and Germany’s war against France 1870–1. During the siege of Paris the beleaguered French garrison had enjoyed a fair degree of success in its use of balloon flights to communicate with the outside world, and this subsequently led to the development of manned, tethered observation balloons by the German army, with specialist balloon detachments appearing in the German order of battle soon after the war. The later establishment of the army’s airship service with its Zeppelins had its origins in these developments. Following their successful use of telegraph communications to pass information, intelligence and instructions during the conflict, the army’s telegraph units were also updated and expanded after the war. However, the army’s principal means of operational deployment, resupply and communication continued to be the national railway system. Accordingly, the railway units were suitably enhanced, with improvements to the control and technology of the rail system also introduced, and effective rail movement continued to occupy a place at the core of German strategic and operational planning. It was a capability that would be vital if Germany were ever to be faced simultaneously with a war in the east and the west, with a consequent need to move forces rapidly between two widely separated fronts.

4. IMPERIAL HUBRIS

If Friedrich III had not died just 99 days after his father in 1888, and if Bismarck had not been forced by the new Kaiser Wilhelm II to resign in 1890, the course of German history would undoubtedly have been different. Friedrich’s untimely demise meant that Wilhelm not only came to power prematurely but also did so at a crucial time for his country. Indeed, had Friedrich lived as long as his father, it is quite possible that Wilhelm would never have become Kaiser. Although intellectually astute, as well as artistic and creative by nature, the new Kaiser – in his twenty-ninth year when he succeeded to the throne – was variously described by an array of German commentators as arrogant, poor of judgement, unpredictable and an attention-seeker. His often ostentatious behaviour, together with bombastic and insensitive public speeches, fuelled suspicion and mistrust within the wider international and diplomatic community. His relative inexperience and the flaws in his character inevitably made him vulnerable to flattery and to the wiles of his advisers, many of whom were pursuing their own agendas. Foremost among these factions were the army – mainly in the guise of the general staff – and the navy, who together were advocating an expansion of the army and the uprating and expansion of the fleet. All of this Wilhelm II endorsed enthusiastically. He was convinced that the threats posed to the empire necessitated enhancements of the army, while the need for the new empire to expand and acquire overseas colonies demanded the creation of nothing less than a world-class German navy, one that would even be capable of matching the British Royal Navy on the high seas. These policies very soon brought Wilhelm into conflict with his principal diplomatic adviser and elder statesman, Count Otto von Bismarck, who had been the strategic architect of Germany’s unification, of its success in the war against France and of the new empire created by Wilhelm’s grandfather in 1871. Bismarck had been ready to commit Germany to war against France in 1870, but Germany’s situation was now much changed. Such bellicose or militaristic views were an anathema to the German minister-president, and ever since 1871 he had counselled diplomacy as the best way in which to secure the still-embryonic empire.

Despite its prestigious position in Germany, the army had not grown significantly in size while Wilhelm I was Kaiser and Bismarck retained his power and influence. Indeed, rather than relying upon the army alone to guarantee the security of the state, Bismarck saw positive advantages in creating a web of alliances and international rivalries amongst Germany’s neighbours that would serve to divert or diminish any concerted military threat to the new empire. His strategic policies sought to maintain a balance of power in Europe while at the same time isolating France, a country still resentful of its defeat in 1871 and hopeful of regaining control of Alsace-Lorraine at some future time. To that end he tried to form an alliance with Russia and Austria-Hungary to counter possible aggression by France. However, this was unsuccessful and in practice resulted in a Franco-Russian alliance, as Russia perceived that a strong German-Austrian-Hungarian grouping would pose a threat to its own territory. Somewhat perversely as the years passed, Bismarck’s diplomatic initiatives were routinely frustrated by members of the general staff, who openly advocated launching a preemptive war against France and Russia at the first opportunity to do so. However, this was not the first time that Bismarck had been opposed from that quarter – in 1870–1 several of his views on the conduct of the war against France had been challenged by von Moltke and other senior general staff officers. At that time, however, the achievement of German unification meant that such differences were generally sublimated in the interests of what was seen as the greater good of the nation.

After 1888, Bismarck’s situation rapidly became untenable, and within two years of his accession Kaiser Wilhelm II had so alienated him by the rejection of his counsel and by his unconstrained support for the general staff that this formidable Prussian statesman had little option but to resign. Bismarck’s departure in March 1890 marked the real beginning of Germany’s march to 1914. It was followed by two decades of enthusiastic and largely unconstrained, but sometimes ill-directed, militarism and armament production to support Wilhelm’s imperialistic and colonial agendas. Much of this activity was focused upon a German army that was justifiably self-confident, generally efficient and professionally sound overall, but by the early years of the twentieth century there was clear evidence of institutionalized arrogance, an unhealthy degree of conservatism and stagnation to varying extents in some parts of the army. Perhaps this was inevitable, for no matter how well-trained and professional an army may be, maintaining its standards in peacetime always presents a major challenge for commanders. Despite its inherent strengths and Prussian heritage, the German army was no exception to this truism. Apart from the Boxer campaign in China 1900–1 and the expedition against the Hereros in South West Africa during 1904–7, the army was engaged in no significant armed action between 1871 and 1914 – more than four decades of virtually uninterrupted peacetime soldiering.

5. EXIGENCIES OF AN OFFICER CORPS IN PEACETIME

Consequent upon the several decades of relative peace that followed the Franco-Prussian War, by 1914 relatively few serving officers had faced the challenge of combat, while the forces of reaction, the continued stranglehold of the nobility upon the officer corps, and the insidious influences prevalent in peacetime soldiering had combined to the positive detriment of some parts of the army. This was particularly so towards the end of the nineteenth century, when the class prejudice and misplaced attitudes of some concerning the traditional rights and status of the officer in matters of discipline and the management of the troops belied the more positive qualities of the majority of the army. This was especially the case in parts of the officer corps and, by extension, within some of the more illustrious and traditional regiments. The lack of a war to fight led to the army turning ever in upon itself, a problem by no means unique to the German army amongst European armies of the time. Such introversion and introspection led in turn to the energies of some members of the Offiziers-Kaste being directed primarily towards preserving the primacy of the officer’s place in German society, and of the officer corps as a profession that was almost exclusively that of the German aristocracy – certainly within all but the least fashionable regiments and the supporting and technical units. From this situation developed an honour code that, for many officers, placed the preservation of the good name of the army and the regiment above all other legal, practical and common-sense considerations. By the beginning of the twentieth century, many young officers who were sons of the nobility had been dispatched to military academies as young as eight years old. Consequently they had known little other than the military and regimental family environment. Having never experienced the challenges of warfare that should have shaped their career path, they accepted as the norm standards of behaviour that were antiquated, boorish, arrogant and snobbishly class-conscious.

Throughout its history, the composition and nature of the officer corps impacted very directly upon the army’s wider ethos, culture and development. This was probably never more so than in the last part of the nineteenth century and first decade of the twentieth, when there were socialist undercurrents in Europe and an enormous increase in the country’s population – a rise of some twenty-four million between 1871 and 1910. A burgeoning industrial working class raised the spectre of a workers’ revolution in the minds of many officers. In an organization renowned for its military professionalism and steeped in concepts of honour, patriotism, tradition and duty, it was hardly surprising that a great many of its members at every level and rank were overwhelmingly conservative and often reactionary in their outlook and attitudes. Accordingly, no socialist threat to the stability of the Fatherland could be tolerated, and to that end the German – but primarily Prussian – aristocratic officer class was determined to maintain its close control of the officer corps and the selection of its members. By doing so it could maintain control of the army – the ultimate guarantor of the security of the state and empire.

However, with the new emphasis on technology and industrialized warfare it was inevitable that more and more men from the middle classes would enter the regular officer corps to fill the ever-increasing number of posts in technical and support units. Here the controlling aristocracy did have a pragmatic solution, with many of these officers in due course being elevated to join the ranks of the aristocracy, as much because they were officers as for their actual professional competence and proven reliability. By this means the army’s traditional officer caste maintained its dominance of the officer corps and ensured that its traditional attitudes were safeguarded and reinforced when necessary. But for those who did not seek a regular commission and full-time military career, an alternative route to officer status was as a reserve officer, and many middle class officers chose this option. A reserve officer commission could eventually be gained by successfully completing a year of full-time service as a one-year volunteer (Einjährig-Freiwilliger), a minimum of two acceptable periods of training each year with the reserves and success at a military examination. It was by no means an easy option, as the professional competence, leadership potential and social conduct of the would-be reserve officer were of course closely observed and had to be favourably assessed by the unit’s commander and other officers before the candidate could hope to achieve his ambition.6 In any event, by the early years of the twentieth century the gradually increasing numbers of officers from social classes and backgrounds less illustrious or privileged than those of German army officers in former times could only have a beneficial and modernizing effect upon the officer corps and the army in anticipation of the conflict that would begin in 1914.

Disputes between officers were settled either by fighting a duel or by the adjudication of a court of honour. Ever since the mid-nineteenth century, courts of honour had dominated all matters pertaining to an officer’s conduct and day-to-day life, and they had become an indispensable part of the self-regulation of the officer corps and its domination by the aristocracy. A British cavalry officer serving on attachment to the Prussian 9th Regiment of Hussars during the last decade of the nineteenth century observed that:


Duelling amongst officers was a very rare occurrence, in a good regiment it would not happen at all. Any affair that arose had to be tried by a court of honour consisting of regimental officers and if it decided that you should fight, you did or left the army. Pistols were the only permissible weapons, and if you damaged your opponent you were generally relegated on open arrest to a fortress where you had considerable liberty but no occupation. In a strict military caste such as the Corps of Officers of the old German Army, everything possible was done to avoid an open scandal. If anything very outrageous occurred the offender’s case was judged in secret and he was offered the alternative of suicide or flight from civil procedure. There was a story about a young officer who got into a horrible mess. The C.O. dramatically offered him choice of a revolver or a sum of money to get away with. The culprit took both – and went, it was said, to his native country the United States of America.7



At the close of the nineteenth century a few authors – notably a Lieutenant Bilse and Count von Baudissin (the latter writing under the pen name of ‘Baron von Schlicht’, and already an established writer of a number of humorous and other less serious works) – published what might be termed ‘critical military novels’. These were in fact exposés of everyday life in some parts of the German army of the day. Lieutenant Bilse wrote Aus einer kleinen Garnison (published in English as Life in a Garrison Town), while von Baudissin’s book was titled Life in a German Crack Regiment.8 Both works were originally published in German, and English language editions soon followed. At the time of their publication these books caused a great sensation, for public criticism of the army (and of its officers in particular) by any part of the population was considered thoroughly unpatriotic. The fact that both of these books had been written by serving officers was at the same time unprecedented and quite scandalous. Nevertheless in Germany alone some 40,000 copies of von Baudissin’s book were sold before its circulation was banned by the local authorities, while by 1914 the English language edition had been reprinted no less than four times! For their literary exposés, both officers were formally disciplined, but by then the veneer of institutional professional perfection that had persisted ever since 1871 had been stripped from some important parts of the German army. In practice, Bilse’s book was of less significance as he chose to set it in a German cavalry regiment, whereas he was in fact a member of a battalion of the military train based at Saarbrücken. Although (as was grudgingly admitted at his court-martial) the book accurately recorded the sorry state of discipline and the lack of professionalism in his own logistical support battalion, it was certainly not credible as an account of life in a ‘typical’ German cavalry regiment. Indeed, a British officer then serving with a German hussar regiment observed that, as the military train was very often a refuge for those officers who had been expelled from other regiments, ‘perhaps Lieutenant Bilse’s comrades consisted of an undue number of undesirables.’9 Nevertheless, the book was read widely in Germany and elsewhere. It undoubtedly harmed the well-established image of the army and indicated that perhaps all was not as well as it could or should be.

If the authorities could argue that Bilse’s book lacked a degree of credibility due to the author’s lack of first-hand experience of his chosen subject unit and the social strata depicted therein, the book published by Count von Baudissin could not be so criticized, and it was therefore of much greater significance. In Life in a German Crack Regiment the army establishment was for the first time confronted with a work written not by a junior, middle-class officer such as Bilse but one written by a member of the aristocracy, an officer who had himself served with just such an élite guard regiment as the fictional ‘Franz Ferdinand Leopold’ guard infantry regiment featured in his book. Although it was purportedly a work of fiction, Life in a German Crack Regiment provided a telling insight into the decayed nature of some parts of the German army by the turn of the century, and especially so of the quite unjustified, outdated and frequently detrimental stranglehold the nobility exerted upon the officer corps. By relating a number of incidents that he had experienced or witnessed at first hand, von Baudissin laid bare the class system and associated prejudices rampant within parts of the officer corps. These included the deep financial indebtedness of many officers, very often due to their gambling (an activity officially banned but widely condoned) and an inflated social lifestyle reminiscent of the worst excesses of the eighteenth century. Closely allied to this was a general condoning of the frequent drunkenness of many middle-grade and junior officers, often on a grand scale.

Notwithstanding all this, there was an immutable belief within the officer corps itself that a German officer of any rank was invariably superior to all other members of German society, its laws, its behavioural conventions and its social niceties, and this belief was energetically impressed upon the members of the civilian population whenever necessary. Such attitudes meant that exclusivity was ever present, and so the officer corps invariably chose to accept shortfalls in officer numbers where the only alternative was to risk the possible acceptance of socially inferior or politically suspect officer candidates. The consequent lack of officers in some units resulted in an over-reliance upon the NCOs, who had to assume additional responsibilities without proper officer supervision, a situation to which many of the reported instances of bullying or the ill-treatment of soldiers during the late nineteenth century and early years of the twentieth can probably be attributed.

Not surprisingly, such perverse and narrow attitudes of unchallenged superiority and arrogance fed through to the officer’s professional life, and von Baudissin described a pervasive obsession with maintaining a veneer of military perfection within a work environment in which any misconduct or failing by an officer or one of his subordinates could result in the summary dismissal of any officer deemed directly or indirectly responsible. Such dismissal almost invariably meant loss of income and pension – but (above all else in the culture of the time) it also meant the loss of the entitlement to wear an officer’s uniform and the social status which that entitlement conferred.10 This ultimate sanction was exemplified by the case of Hauptmann (captain) Hoenig, a disabled veteran of the Franco-Prussian War who had subsequently dared to publish a critical analysis of the general staff. Being both crippled and half blind, he had quite sensibly declined the subsequent invitation from one of the members of the general staff to fight a duel. A court of honour was convened to deal with what was construed as Hoenig’s betrayal of the army and the officer corps, and therefore regarded by many officers as little less than treason. Although this quasi-judicial court included officers who had served alongside Hoenig during 1870–1, it nevertheless stripped him of the right to wear his officer’s uniform, and by so doing it in effect also stripped him of his own honour.11

Wherever it did exist, this culture of blame and cover-up meant, for example, that officially sanctioned punishments were often abandoned in favour of unofficial disciplinary action that would not need to be recorded on unit punishment sheets – always viewed as the indicator of an ill-disciplined unit – which in turn resulted in NCOs meting out physical beatings as punishments while the officers turned a blind eye. This resulted in a culture of command through fear, in which the bully thrived, rather than one of mutual respect. Indeed, the military culture described by von Baudissin in his book was validated by a number of factual reports in the 1880s and 1890s that recorded instances of physical abuse, bullying and intimidation at all levels and in all sorts of military establishments, from military academies to recruit training units, and in a range of active regiments and other units. More often than not, inadequately supervised or poorly selected NCOs could be found at the heart of such incidents.12

As with any peacetime army, the fear of censure was endemic and led to great efforts being made to mask anything that might reflect ill upon a unit or its officers from the lowliest ensign to the regimental commander. In von Baudissin’s view, the army was dominated by a never-ending succession of inspections and appraisals, with every level of command fearful of any error or potential scandal that might occur at a lower level. By including in his work a lengthy discourse between a prematurely retired major and his son, a young and profligate lieutenant, von Baudissin provided a telling insight into the core views and attitudes of the military aristocracy of the time. Therein lay much of the special impact of the book: it set out quite clearly some of the deep-seated ills present in the German army at the end of the nineteenth century, together with the remedies necessary to redress them.

It would be entirely wrong to suggest that such works as those of Bilse and von Baudissin described a situation that obtained throughout the whole of the German army by 1900. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that they did highlight a gradually worsening situation in some units that clearly needed to be rectified, and as such these books and some others that followed them were undoubtedly timely. In the meantime, in his telling criticism of an officer corps that was still based upon the Offiziers-Kaste and upon a system of exclusivity, privilege and often perverse interpretations of the military code of honour, Count von Baudissin highlighted a decidedly unsatisfactory state of affairs. This not only threatened the integrity, professionalism and wider perception of the army, but also all too accurately reflected the wider nation’s early twentieth-century imperial hubris, within which the army was by then both unavoidably and inextricably ensnared. It was with a new awareness of such matters that parts of the army during the first seven years of the new century were finally committed to active operations again, albeit campaigns on a relatively small scale and far from the European theatre for which the general staff continued to develop its grand strategic plans.

6. THE BOXER REBELLION, 1900

The Boxer Rebellion was launched by an anti-foreign Chinese secret society called the ‘Fists of Righteous Harmony’ – hence the name ‘Boxers’ – whose aims and actions enjoyed the covert support of Tsu-hsi, the Dowager Empress of China. The Boxers emerged as an armed force in 1898, carrying out a number of attacks against foreign property and the railway system. Then in May 1900 two British missionaries were murdered in Peking (modern day Beijing), at which stage the European powers demanded the suppression of the Boxers. The Chinese authorities took no action and so an international military force 2,000 strong was formed to deal with the Boxers. This relatively small force landed in China within a month and on 10 June set out on its advance from Taku to Peking. In the meantime, the situation in Peking had deteriorated rapidly: a Japanese diplomat was killed on 11 June, followed by the murder of the German minister, Baron von Ketteler, on 20 June, on which day all the international legations came under attack. Chinese regular troops now joined the conflict in support of the Boxers, and their intervention checked the international expeditionary force 50 kilometres short of Peking. As a result, and boosted by the arrival of a reinforcing contingent of 1,800 men on 25 June, this force fell back on Tientsin, where they were able to alleviate the situation of the besieged legations, protecting them until a large international relief force finally reached Tientsin in mid-July. In response to the rapidly deteriorating situation in China, a substantial international force of about 50,000 men was eventually assembled, with contingents from eight major powers including a German contingent of 900 men, of whom 600 were marines and sailors and 300 were soldiers. Initially it was thought that the legations had already fallen, but then news arrived that they still held out, so this force immediately set out for Peking, defeating three separate Chinese and Boxer armies en route. On 14 August the international troops at last entered the city, finding that against all expectations the legations had successfully survived the siege.

Originally, it had been intended that Generalfeldmarschall Alfred von Waldersee (the former chief of the general staff 1888–91, who had been succeeded by Generalleutnant Alfred von Schlieffen) should assume command of the international allied contingents, but he had not arrived in time to do so before the hurried advance on Peking. Nevertheless, he did subsequently arrive in China in September, in time to engage the Boxers in the area of Peking, at Tientsin and Patachow, and in other parts of Northern China. He also oversaw the capture and destruction of the Boxer stronghold of Pao Ting Fu, the demolition of the Chinese forts at Taku, and the bringing to justice and severe punishment of the Boxers, as well as the imposition of punitive sanctions upon China. At the capture of Pao Ting Fu the newly-arrived German East Asia Brigade led the assault on the town, which was subsequently plundered by the allied troops and put to the torch. The German troops already stationed in China and those who were subsequently deployed to the campaign between the first Boxer riots in November 1899 and the signing of the peace protocol on 7 September 1901 included:13


•   3rd Seebataillon (1,126 men)

•   One battery of Marine horse artillery (111 men)

•   One Kommando Detachment (part infantry, part mounted) (800 men)

•   Sailors from the German East Asia Naval Squadron (serving as infantry)

•   The German East Asia Brigade (from 21 September 1900), comprising:

Two infantry regiments (each of two battalions of 812 men)

One Ulan regiment (600 men)

One field artillery regiment (three gun batteries, one howitzer battery)
 
One pioneer battalion (including telegraph and railway companies)

Support troops (medical, train, ammunition handling, supply and other services)



After the campaign, most of the allies reduced their military presence in China significantly – typically to a single infantry regiment at most, with a small complement of supporting artillery and cavalry. However, the Germans continued to maintain a force of some strength in the country, and although the Boxer uprising was undoubtedly of much greater significance in Chinese history than in that of Germany, the rebellion produced one rather unedifying consequence for the victorious German contingent. Following the murder of the German minister in Peking on 20 June, the Kaiser had made a somewhat ill-judged speech in which he exhorted the troops of the German contingent in China to wreak revenge upon the Boxers. The soldiers were to ‘Make for yourselves reputations like the Huns of Attila. Spare none!’ Ever obedient to the Kaiser’s direction, they did just that, killing ruthlessly, plundering extensively and earning from their allies a less than favourable reputation for their arrogant behaviour. Indeed, the origin of the widespread and (by implication) derogatory use of ‘Hun’ later to describe German troops during World War I is most frequently attributed directly to Wilhelm II’s inflammatory direction to the German troops sent to suppress the Boxers in 1900.

7. THE HERERO AND NAMAQUA REVOLTS, 1904–1907

By the early twentieth century the principal territories of Germany’s colonial empire in Africa were South West Africa (modern Namibia), East Africa (modern Tanzania), Togoland, and Cameroon (Kamerun), and it was in the protectorate of German South West Africa that the army’s second overseas conflict of the time took place. The main cause of the army’s protracted campaign to suppress a widespread revolt between 1904 and 1907 was the excessively authoritarian nature of the German colonial regime in the territory. On 12 January 1904 this led to a general tribal uprising in which the Hereros led by Samuel Maharero were prominent, being well-armed with firearms and deploying both cavalry and infantry against the German imperial forces. A series of bitterly fought and often quite extensive engagements ensued until 11–12 August, when Generalleutnant (later General der Infanterie) Lothar von Trotha brought Herero forces about 5,000 strong to battle at Waterberg. There, the Germans won a decisive victory, although their failure to encircle the Hereros army resulted in a relentless and ruthless pursuit of the survivors – men, women and children – forcing them into the Omaheke desert, where most subsequently died of thirst, hunger and exposure. Then in October the Nama tribe also rebelled, only to suffer the same fate as the Hereros. Although these two uprisings were suppressed successfully, harsh punitive action by the German forces (which included locally enlisted African troops) against surviving Hereros followed in the months and years thereafter. This attracted numerous accusations of excessive force, reinforced in later times by allegations that the Germans had deliberately waged a campaign of genocide against the Hereros. This was exemplified by the activities of several German-run concentration camps, the most notorious of which was Shark Island, off the West Africa coast at Lüderitz, where only about 245 of the almost 2,000 prisoners held there managed to survive their incarceration. In any event, as many as 100,000 Hereros and 10,000 Nama tribespeople may have died during and after the two revolts – whether in battle against the German colonial forces in 1904 or later of thirst, starvation or summary execution during the uncompromising reprisals subsequently carried out by the victors.14

8. STRATEGIC IMPERATIVES

Not surprisingly perhaps, the two campaigns in China and Africa were justifiably viewed by the high command as atypical actions, and so the principal focus of the general staff continued to be a future European war and countering the major and more immediate threats they perceived lay just beyond Germany’s eastern and western borders. Consequently, by the beginning of the new century their planning for a future war in Europe had already achieved a considerable level of refinement.

The Schlieffen Plan lay at the core of the army’s strategic planning and provided the operational framework within which its military doctrine was developed. This plan anticipated a need for Germany to be able to fight and win a war conducted on two fronts – specifically against France and Russia. Although the Schlieffen Plan was adopted in 1894, the general staff planning for this conflict had been in progress ever since 1871, when the first plan was developed by Generalfeldmarschall Helmuth Karl Bernhard Graf von Moltke (von Moltke ‘the Elder’) the creator of the general staff and the architect of Prussia’s military victory against France in 1871. This called for overwhelming force to be deployed against France initially, with a holding action in the east until the forces used to crush France could be redeployed eastwards to defeat Russia. Later von Moltke modified this concept to take account of the new border defences being constructed by France, as well as of a new assessment that suggested that Russia would be able to mobilize more speedily than had originally been thought. As a result the plan was amended to enable Russia’s defeat before that of France. In 1888 von Moltke retired, to be succeeded as chief of the general staff by General der Kavallerie (later Generalfeldmarschall) Alfred von Waldersee, who left his predecessor’s strategic plans largely unaltered. Less than four years later von Waldersee was succeeded in 1891 by Generalleutnant (later General der Kavallerie) Alfred von Schlieffen, who was destined to serve as chief of the general staff until 1906.

Von Schlieffen was the archetypal German general staff officer – dedicated, intellectually astute, professionally very competent and above all else a pragmatist and an innovator. However, he also exemplified the extent to which the general staff had become decoupled from many of the political realities of the late nineteenth century international scene. This divergence of military and diplomatic activity and thinking meant that the plan came increasingly to be founded upon a number of false and untested assumptions. In short order he re-assessed von Moltke’s extant plan and came to the conclusion that France, not Russia, posed the greater threat and must therefore be defeated as quickly as possible. Accordingly, what was now widely recognized as ‘the Schlieffen Plan’ initially allocated more than 90 percent of the army for the defeat of France, utilizing surprise, mobility and envelopment to achieve this. The army would then turn its attention to the Eastern Front and the defeat of Russia. Although the basic strategic and operational concept remained largely unaltered for the next fifteen years, von Schlieffen and the general staff reviewed, updated and refined the plan on a regular basis.15 An unchanging and fundamental prerequisite of the plan was for the army to be sufficiently large to carry it out, and so the Schlieffen Plan provided the general staff with a continuing and irrefutable case for the provision of ever more manpower and other resources. In 1906 von Schlieffen was succeeded as the chief of the general staff by Generalleutnant (later Generaloberst) Helmuth Johannes Ludwig von Moltke ‘the Younger’, a nephew of von Moltke ‘the Elder’. Von Moltke ‘the Younger’ now reviewed the plan and made a number of potentially significant changes to it, all of which were in place by 1914.

In summary, the Schlieffen Plan in its 1914 form still called for the main offensive effort to be launched against France with a view to inflicting a telling defeat upon the French army and forcing it out of the war within six weeks. That done, the whole emphasis would move to the Eastern Front in order to crush the Russian forces which, it was anticipated, would by then still not be fully mobilized. In its original form, the plan had called for nine-tenths of the army to be engaged against France, with the main effort a ‘right hook’ through the Netherlands, thus avoiding the substantial line of French fortifications constructed on the Franco-German border, followed by the destruction of the French army by a major attack into its northern flank and rear areas. However, von Moltke subsequently amended the plan, so that the Eastern Front would be strengthened by six divisions at the expense of a reduction of the Western Front’s crucial right wing. The left wing of the Western Front was also strengthened at the expense of the right. The original Schlieffen Plan had been unequivocal in its emphasis upon the defeat of France first of all, and the need therefore to place an overwhelming force on the German right in the west, while accepting a significant strategic risk in the east with the holding operation against the Russians. Now, though, the plan had become more of a compromise. The west was still the area of main effort, but with Germany’s limited forces there spread more thinly; while those in the east remained weak compared with the sheer numbers of Russian troops who could ultimately be deployed against them.

The Schlieffen Plan in its various iterations led to much critical debate both prior to 1914 and afterwards – particularly von Moltke’s amendments of von Schlieffen’s original plan – but once it was applied to actual war-fighting, this would soon expose four fundamental flaws which transcended any lesser debate about the plan with regard to the redeployment of a few divisions.

First, for its success to be guaranteed the plan had always relied upon the German army being much larger than that which was actually available – even as early as 1905 the plan called for 94 divisions, while only 60 were available in fact. Manpower increases of 300,000 had been sought in 1912 and 1913, but only 136,000 had been authorized. Thus, the plan was in fact founded upon a false assumption from the outset – as such it was at best high risk and at worst militarily unachievable.

Second, the great ‘right hook’ took insufficient account of the time required for the huge numbers of men and horses to cover the ground involved while at the same time dealing with a multitude of water obstacles, demolished bridges, destroyed railways and roads blocked by columns of refugees. They also had to overcome the various opposing forces that sought to stop or delay them. In order to maintain its schedule, General der Infanterie (later Generaloberst) Alexander von Kluck’s First Army on the German right would be required to advance an average of some 23 kilometres each day for three weeks – no mean achievement even had the roads been clear, the bridges intact and the enemy presence non-existent. Notwithstanding the skills and intellect of the general staff, the optimism that attended some of the more fundamental aspects of the Schlieffen Plan was perhaps rather more reminiscent of the situation in 1870 than that of 1914. In similar vein, more than four decades after the débâcle they had experienced in 1870–1, by 1914 the French had learnt well the strategic importance of the railway – so they were able to move their operational reserves by rail to counter the German advance faster than the latter could move primarily on foot and horseback.

Next, the general staff had undoubtedly underestimated the difficulties of maintaining command and control of such large and dispersed mobile forces operating on two widely separated fronts from a single headquarters, and of maintaining the requisite levels of logistic support for these forces. Perhaps the years of peace and of the set-piece Kaisermanöver (exercises) of the pre-war years had spawned false lessons and a dangerous degree of complacency. In the meantime, while Auftragstaktik (see overleaf) certainly meant that commanders would continue to operate energetically with little or no day-to-day direction, it also meant that the high command’s communication with these commanders was often intermittent, so that the coordination of their actions or their redirection as the campaign proceeded became increasingly difficult.

Finally, the frequently parochial focus of the pre-1914 general staff upon military matters at the expense of political and international perspectives isolated many of its members from a number of the realities of the constantly changing international scene. This meant in turn that, from the outset, the Schlieffen Plan was exclusively a military plan, being in large part based upon a general assumption by much of the general staff that international considerations were of little or no importance.

As we shall see in Part II, the flaws in the modified Schlieffen Plan would become clear within weeks of the outbreak of the war. Although von Moltke subsequently felt constrained to resign in consequence of the responsibility he felt for having amended the plan after von Schlieffen’s departure, it is probably true to say that the original plan was overly optimistic in its assessment of the perceived weakness of the French border defensive positions and in the anticipated ability of a general staff untried in the realities of modern warfare to control armies on the huge scale that the German empire deployed in 1914.

9. OPERATIONAL DOCTRINE AND AUFTRAGSTAKTIK

Irrespective of the validity or otherwise of the plan itself, the success of the Schlieffen Plan depended upon three additional but interdependent factors: an appropriate operational doctrine for the conduct of large-scale offensive operations, a consistently high level of operational readiness, and maintenance of the highest possible professional training standards. Achieving this on a day-to-day basis inevitably placed a significant burden upon what was in practice a peacetime army that was necessarily maintained in a permanent state of readiness for war.

The army’s operational doctrine was developed and promulgated by the general staff, the process begun in earnest by von Moltke in the mid-nineteenth century continuing largely unchanged. Indeed, in addition to its work on the plan itself, the general staff bore much of the responsibility for ensuring that the three key prerequisites essential to the success of the plan were achieved. Although the total number of general staff officers had increased quite significantly since 1871 – from 250 to 625 by 1914 – this figure reflected neither the pivotal nature of that organization nor the burgeoning increases and changes in the army’s size, role and capabilities that had taken place during the four decades to1914.

Meanwhile, the Kriegsakademie continued its task of training and ensuring a common approach and consistency of military thought on the part of those officers selected for membership of the general staff. The Kriegsakademie provided a forum for the discussion and development of innovative military concepts and ideas, one such concept being ‘Auftragstaktik’, which was developed by the general staff and then adopted and disseminated throughout the army. In simple terms, this doctrine of mission-orientated command required a commander to give a subordinate commander his mission – what he had to achieve – and the resources to carry it out, but not to tell him how he was to achieve it. At the same time, the senior commander would make his subordinates fully aware of his own mission so that if the operational situation changed the overall mission could still be achieved successfully without the need to issue further orders. The emergence of this doctrine was virtually inevitable given Germany’s strategic imperatives after 1871 and the dominance of the concept of offensive action. Auftragstaktik undoubtedly aided the effective prosecution of offensive operations at all levels, while the flexibility and tactical responsibility it conferred upon junior commanders during their training prior to 1914 also contributed significantly to the initiative, aggression and fighting spirit that were so often the hallmarks of commanders in the army’s combat units during World War I. However, as technology – military telegraphic communications especially – improved, the sheer scale of military operations increased dramatically, and flaws in many of the pre-1914 certainties were revealed. Accordingly, the doctrine of Auftragstaktik was progressively modified to fit it better to the sort of war-fighting that the army found itself engaged in from 1915.16 But despite the forward-thinking nature of this doctrine, the high command’s continued obsession with the use of traditional deployment drills – especially at the tactical level – rightly attracted accusations of German army inflexibility and stagnation from some contemporary commentators, as did the repetitious nature and unrelenting intensity of an annual training cycle conducted against the benign background of a Europe that had by 1914 been at peace for almost half a century.

10. OPERATIONAL READINESS

Operational readiness was achieved through a combination of general staff or higher headquarters inspections and exercise alerts, together with unit-level readiness training. Wherever a unit was based, it was always liable to an unannounced inspection or exercise alert, and this was especially so for the so-called ‘frontier corps’ based in East Prussia and on the border with France. On a number of occasions the Kaiser chose to carry out these tests of readiness in person. In 1900, a British army officer attached to the Prussian 9th Regiment of Hussars, then based in Trier, recalled that:


During our last year in Trier we had been warned to prepare for a visit from our War Lord, the Emperor himself. He was at the time testing the efficiency of his hosts by paying surprise visits and, as is usual in such cases, there was little surprise about them when they did occur. The mise-en-scène, as it were, was as follows. His Majesty would leave Berlin surreptitiously, as it was supposed, destination unknown, of course. He would order his train to be stopped in the dead of night at some garrison town he proposed to favour, and with his trumpeter sounding the alarm, he would note the time taken by the troops to turn out in all panoply of war. The result was a demonstration of complete preparedness which was highly gratifying to all concerned.17



11. TRAINING

Maintaining the army’s professional standards at a level commensurate with its likely operational missions depended as always upon its training system. The annual training cycle involved taking a newly conscripted soldier from the basic training stage through to his proficient participation in major manoeuvres twelve months later. On 1 October each year the new draft of recruits arrived and – in the case of the infantry – began six months of basic training at company level before those companies came together in the spring of the following year to undertake battalion-level field training. This was conducted on all sorts of terrain and in a wide range of tactical situations, but with the principal emphasis always upon the advance and attack. The army’s core manoeuvre unit was the infantry battalion, and so the artillery’s primary mission remained to support the infantry. By 1900 the cavalry’s role had become mainly one of surveillance and line-of-communication security, although cavalry units still trained to exploit breakthroughs by the infantry, to pursue a broken enemy and to conduct shock action. The issue of carbines throughout the cavalry from the latter years of the nineteenth century also reflected the ever-increasing and pragmatic use of these troops as mounted infantry.

With the period of battalion training successfully completed, regimental and divisional manoeuvres took place through the summer months, culminating in a more formal training period conducted at corps-level in the late summer. A pre-war corps (or ‘army corps’) usually comprised just two divisions, although this would change significantly after 1914, and by 1917 a corps might have as many as three or four divisions under command. These impressive if somewhat contrived set-piece manoeuvres were invariably observed by the Kaiser himself and and soon became known as the ‘Kaisermanöver’. Each September, often for a number of weeks, whole areas of Germany (often in regions adjacent to Germany’s western or eastern frontiers) would be occupied by the thousands of men, horses and equipment of up to four army corps, when farms, entire villages and provincial towns would play host to the numerous headquarters, regiments, battalions and companies of soldiers. With no actual wars then in progress, these large-scale manoeuvres provided an opportunity to test the ability and suitability of officers for advancement, by temporarily placing them in command appointments one level above those they normally occupied. The Kaisermanöver also enabled aspects of the mobilization and railway transportation system to be exercised, which directly affected the army’s overall standards of operational readiness. Although these well-orchestrated set-piece events inevitably failed to replicate the challenges of actual combat, they none the less provided a powerful visual demonstration of German military might to the many foreign observers invited to attend them. Even more importantly, they sent a clear message across Germany’s eastern and western borders to the governments of those nations adjacent to an area hosting the annual Kaisermanöver. In an account of the army’s training of commanders in 1900, Generalmajor von Specht outlined the scope of the Kaisermanöver:


The manoeuvres are ushered-in by the so-called ‘Emperor’s parade or review’, which his majesty orders in the case of each army corps detailed to take part in them. The scheme calls for methodised [sic] railway transportation, and [thereby] concentration of the different army corps in the direction of the territory designed for the manoeuvres effected. War-marches towards the landing point (sic) [i.e., disembarkation point and concentration areas] of the two armies opposing each other are instrumental in assembling the army for these manoeuvres. The assembling and advance of the army are covered by cavalry divisions, each from two to three brigades (or from 20 to 30 squadrons) strong, and under the leadership of specially selected commanders.18



As well as observing them, the Kaiser frequently involved himself very directly in these manoeuvres. As von Specht noted, with the cavalry ‘often deciding the fate of the day by [its] momentous charges, these charges [were] often led by the Emperor personally, who also assumed command of the army, changing sides between the two parties often even on the same day’.19 Thus, not only did the Kaiser continue both to favour and enjoy the more traditional role of the cavalry but he also made sure that the exercising manoeuvre forces he commanded would invariably be those that won the day!

The conclusion of the Kaisermanöver signalled the end of the training year, at which point those soldiers who had fulfilled their regular army training obligation came to the end of their regular service (but not of their reserve liability), while in the regiments and battalions preparations were already in train to receive the next year’s conscripts.

So it was that the viability and efficacy of the Schlieffen Plan were underwritten by a comprehensive system of constant military readiness, extensive and well-tested mobilization arrangements, a superlative and relentless training regime and an operational doctrine that would support the tactics necessary for the army to achieve its strategic mission.

12. MARITIME DISTRACTIONS

By 1900 a potential ground war was not the only strategic issue under consideration in Germany, as the new imperial German navy had by then established its somewhat unfamiliar position as a competitor with the army for the nation’s resources. Until the late 1880s the navy’s primary mission had been coastal defence and the protection of merchant shipping. But then in 1897 Rear Admiral (Konteradmiral) (later Grand Admiral [Groß-admiral]) Alfred von Tirpitz became secretary of state for the navy. He was determined to capitalize upon Germany’s steel industry and expertise in the manufacture of artillery to create an oceanic navy that would support the new empire’s colonial aspirations and also persuade Britain to make colonial concessions. Wilhelm shared von Tirpitz’s enthusiasm and his aim to turn Germany into a global maritime power, and so a major programme of shipbuilding was soon under way. However, at the start of the twentieth century Germany could not hope realistically to match either the expertise or the warship tonnage of the Royal Navy, let alone exceed these. As a result, this largely futile frenzy of warship construction in Germany simply antagonized the British government and prompted Britain to accelerate its own programme of shipbuilding in order to guarantee that its maritime lead was maintained. This belated bid by Wilhelm and von Tirpitz to achieve a German global maritime capability also meant that much-needed funding for the army – which was as ever seeking the additional manpower and matériel essential to ensure the continued viability of the Schlieffen Plan – was in some cases diverted to naval projects. Furthermore, the inter-service competition for funding and resources and the inevitable rivalry that this reallocation and dilution of strategic priorities engendered meant that no properly developed, coordinated and cohesive land and maritime war-fighting strategy existed by 1914.

13. THE GATHERING STORM

Understandably, the period of almost fifty years from 1870 to 1914 produced many changes for the German army – not least the fact that an army which had won its last major battles clad predominantly in blue (and in some cases red or even white!) uniforms with gold and silver embellishments, had in 1910 adopted the ubiquitous Feldgrau (field grey) uniform with which the German soldier would be identified for the next three decades. Only in the Jäger zu Pferde (mounted riflemen), the machine-gun units, and some of the Jäger and Schützen battalions was a greener shade of uniform – Grüngrau (green grey) – adopted. Although the spiked pickelhaube and shako headdress were still in service, by 1914 both had acquired a drab Feldgrau cover for use on active service and manoeuvres. Germany’s period of imperial awakening and its army’s sometimes uneasy adjustment to its new-found status had inevitably been a time of changes and contrasts, with various instances of lost opportunities and stagnation balanced by technological innovation, a most effective training and mobilization system, a superlative staff system and an enviable martial reputation that remained largely intact.

However, events beyond German control were now taking place. As the expansion of the French and Russian armies continued apace, a developing crisis in the Balkans deepened in the second decade of the new century, while Germany’s relations with Great Britain gradually worsened.20 In Britain, during the general election of 1911 the Conservative party actively exploited public outrage and anti-German feeling over the perceived threat to British commercial and imperial interests, especially that posed by the rapidly increasing size and potential capability of the German navy. At the same time, the long-standing and festering resentment in France over German possession of Alsace and Lorraine was growing ever stronger. In the Balkans, Austria-Hungary and (albeit to a lesser extent) Germany both viewed Russia as a threat to their traditional influence within the area, while adjacent Turkey was hostile both to Britain and to Russia and had for some years been fostering its links with Germany, so that by 1914 Turkey’s military connections with Germany were particularly close.

So in less than fifty years Germany had moved from its position as the dominant continental power in Europe in 1871 to a situation in 1913 in which the government was in a political and funding crisis. In vain it had sought to sustain its naval programme in competition with the British Royal Navy, and at the same time to implement in full a major programme of army expansion and enhancements in readiness to deal both with France and with Russia, and to support its friends and allies – notably Austria – in the Balkans if so required. During the first half of 1914, the instability then building across much of Europe was pervasive and almost tangible, and it would prove to be only a matter of time before the increasingly fragile peace of that continent would once again be shattered.

14. SARAJEVO, SUNDAY 28 JUNE 1914

On a fine and warm summers’ day, Sunday 28 June 1914, the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie were visiting Sarajevo in Bosnia, where the Archduke was attending the manoeuvres of the Austro-Hungarian XV and XVI Army Corps. The date was significant not only because it was the couple’s wedding anniversary but also because it was the anniversary of the battle of Kosovo in 1389, an historic event that was seared indelibly into the consciousness of Serb nationalism.21 Until that day the visit had proceeded well, with enthusiastic crowds on Sarajevo’s streets to welcome the heir apparent to the imperial throne and his wife. However, that Sunday morning proved to be traumatic for the Archduke and Archduchess – a bomb was thrown at their car while they were travelling to the town hall for an official reception following a review of troops on the Filipovitch parade ground. The bomber was Nedeljko Čabrinović, a member of the Serb nationalist group ‘Young Bosnia’22 who had entered Bosnia with others intent upon assassinating Franz Ferdinand. But in that attack the bomb rolled off the rear of the car, the explosion injuring only some members of the crowd and those in the following vehicle. In an attempt at suicide Čabrinović swallowed a cyanide pill and jumped into the Milja ka River – only to find that the river was but twelve centimetres deep and that the cyanide pill simply made him sick!

Remarkably, although understandably shaken, Franz Ferdinand and Sophie were both unhurt and the would-be assassin was arrested. Accordingly, the imperial visit to the town hall proceeded as planned but with the subsequent itinerary and route being amended in order for the Archduke and Archduchess to visit the officers in Sarajevo hospital who had been injured in the abortive assassination attempt. Fate now intervened in the form of a nineteen-year-old Serb called Gavrilo Princip, one of Čabrinović’s accomplices. On the way to the hospital, while avoiding the town centre by driving along Appel Quay in eastern Sarajevo, the Archduke’s driver mistakenly turned right into Franz-Josef-Straße, near the Lateiner bridge. Immediately realizing his error, he braked and then sought to realign the vehicle – no easy task, as its lack of a reverse gear meant that this had to be done manually! By sheer chance Gavrilo Princip had just emerged from the nearby Schiller’s delicatessen and found himself standing at that very street corner as the driver was manoeuvring the car. At once Princip drew his pistol, used it to strike a bystander out of his way as he stepped up to the car, then fired single shots into Franz Ferdinand and Sophie from no more than one-and-a-half metres away. Both were fatally wounded – the Archduchess died in the car shortly afterwards, and the Archduke died about ten or fifteen minutes later, soon after the car had reached the safety of a nearby government building.

Although it was by no means the single cause of the impending world war, the double-assassination in Sarajevo on 28 June lit a metaphorical fuse to that global conflict. Outraged by what was viewed in Vienna as an assassination carried out on behalf of the Serb government in Belgrade (although no evidence of this causal link was established either at the time or later on), Kaiser Franz Josef of Austria-Hungary issued what was patently a punitive and humiliating ultimatum to the Serbs, thus all but inviting its rejection. Belgrade duly obliged by rejecting the imperial ultimatum, and on 25 July Kaiser Franz Josef ordered a general mobilization against Serbia, thereby precipitating a third Balkan war23 between the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Serbia, a war for which the imperial army was both understrength and woefully ill-prepared. Consequently, when Austria-Hungary declared war against Serbia just three days later, the wider implications of this were dire – Germany was allied with Austria-Hungary, while Serbia – one of Europe’s principal Slavic nations – was assured of Russian support. If Princip’s pistol shots had ignited the fuse on 28 June, then the salvoes of Austro-Hungarian shells fired across the Danube against Belgrade on 29 July represented the resultant explosion, a precursor of the unprecedented international turmoil, destruction and misery of the four-year struggle that now lay ahead.

Events had moved rapidly in the wake of the assassination in Sarajevo, with the escalating crisis triggering the almost inevitable consequences of the tightly interwoven system of international alliances that existed between the greater and the lesser powers. On 1 August, Germany mobilized its forces. That same day it also declared war against Russia, with some German troops deploying across the Polish border on 2 August as well as into Luxembourg, patrolling right up to the French frontier. Then, on 3 August, Germany declared war against France. Thus was the Schlieffen Plan finally implemented, as German forces moved into neutral Belgium the following day in a bid to pre-empt any hostile moves in that direction by the French army. However, this action was itself interpreted as hostile, as it precipitated a British delaration of war against Germany on 4 August. So it was that after almost a century of relative peace throughout much of Europe, the continent once again became the principal focus of a major armed conflict, one that would quickly assume global proportions.

Few among the seemingly endless field-grey columns of troops who so enthusiastically marched, rode or entrained for the frontiers and their war deployment positions, through the heat and dust of those fateful August days, could have had any idea of the trials and tribulations that lay ahead of them – or that this new conflict would change many aspects of the Fatherland and its army for ever. Indeed, few if any of these soldiers would have entertained even for a moment the thought that, far from achieving great military glory and the final victory, they were in fact marching towards the proverbial abyss and the end of the German Empire created in 1871. Such was the final legacy of the war of 1870–1, but – more particularly – it was ultimately the consequence of Germany’s own imperial hubris in a world of governments that had failed to understand that the old assumptions and ways and means of international diplomacy had changed for ever. At the same time, political and military leaders alike had little comprehension of the actual destructive power of the forces that took the field in August 1914, which far exceeded anything that had gone before, or indeed anything that might reasonably have been envisaged by those who ruled and commanded them at that defining moment in history.


PART II
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THE KAISER’S ARMY AT WAR

1914–1918


‘We had seen the generations before us grow old in security, and it seemed a wonderful dream to be permitted to fight as soldiers for our country’s greatness, ready to give all we had. We felt ourselves grow to meet the responsibility that suddenly rested all its weight on our shoulders, and the past woke in us to make each a part of one terrific force. The word Fatherland like an old magic formula transformed us from the bottom, and loosing all ties of party and sect made us of one heart and mind. All of military age, to a man, thronged to the colours, eager to show by deeds that they were ready for the task their times laid upon them and that their country might rely upon them.’24



This text by Ernst Jünger captures the spirit of euphoria – a heady blend of patriotism and duty, as well as a sense of impending great adventure – that surged through Germany in the late summer of 1914. Everywhere the young men of a country famed for its martial prowess, but which had not experienced a major conflict since 1871, rushed to be involved in the coming fight by joining the army that would carry that fight to the enemies of the Fatherland.

Of the army’s first great Ausmarsch to war in August 1914, Jünger wrote,


‘We set out in a rain of flowers to seek the death of heroes. The war was our dream of greatness, power and glory. It was a man’s work, a duel in fields whose flowers would be stained with blood. There was no lovelier death in the world … anything rather than stay at home, anything to make one with the rest.’25



However, the ensuing four years of warfare wrought huge changes in perceptions and attitudes within the political and social fabric of the German nation and its army, with many of the pre-1914 certainties and much of the patriotic fervour of that time eventually replaced to varying extents by disillusion, cynicism, recrimination and extremism.26

When Ernst Jünger and his enthusiastic comrades-in-arms joined the great mobilization and Ausmarsch of 1914 they were part of a huge machine gearing up for war, its armies moving inexorably towards Germany’s borders, with the country’s railways and roads filled by hundreds of thousands of troops deploying to their assigned concentration areas and staging points. That war machine had expanded greatly, diversified extensively and advanced technologically since 1871, although several of the army’s more questionable social conventions and much of its thinking from an earlier age still perpetuated. However, it was probably inevitable that any such potential weaknesses were sublimated and remained largely unchallenged within a peacetime German imperial army supremely confident of its professional abilities and certain of its ultimate destiny. Certainly, the field army (Feldheer) that sallied forth in August 1914 was a formidable fighting force, with an initial peacetime strength of some 840,000 men rising to an impressive 3,840,000 men within just six days of mobilization, as well as being widely acknowledged as the best trained, prepared, equipped and motivated European army of the day.27 In 1914 the total number of men potentially liable for military service was twelve million, of whom almost eight-and-a-half million could be called into service with the field army if the military situation or threat to the country was sufficiently extreme to warrant it.28

Inevitably the army’s structure and the organization of most of its fighting and support units changed extensively during the war in order to reflect specific situations and operational needs. The army’s situation prior to and on mobilization, and at various times during the war, are dealt with later in this work. The combat arms are described in detail in Part VI and the supporting arms and services in Part VII. Suffice it to say at this stage, therefore, that the infantry, cavalry and artillery comprised the combat arms, which were supported by an extensive organization of engineer and pioneer units, military train, medical and veterinary services, an air service fielding both dirigibles and aircraft, plus communications and railway units. This complex war machine was directed by the German high command – nominally headed by Kaiser Wilhelm II as supreme commander of the German forces – through the auspices of the general staff.

When the army went to war in 1914 its actions were founded upon and directed by two particular documents. Its strategic deployment and operational imperatives were, of course, based upon the Schlieffen Plan discussed earlier. However, during the several decades that followed the war of 1870–1, the general staff had also developed the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege – literally ‘customs (or rules) for the conduct of land warfare’, but usually referred to as ‘field service regulations’ in English military parlance.29 This document incorporated policy, practicality and doctrine in a single volume that drew upon, updated and amplified many of the principles and concepts articulated by Clausewitz, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in earlier times. It provided a remarkably clear insight into the German army’s approach to modern war and to the way in which it expected its soldiers to conduct themselves on operations; as such it also explains some of the army’s actions that were later condemned by Germany’s enemies as extreme or contrary to the laws of war.30 At the same time pragmatic, informative and revealing, the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege was produced as a general staff publication for issue widely throughout the officer corps.

At its outset the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege established quite clearly the fundamental principle that any and all actions, activities and methods of warfare were quite legitimate, provided they were necessary to achieve the objective. That overriding principle set the tone for all that followed. Some of the more significant pronouncements and requirements set out in the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege included:


• Caution against excessive concern with humanitarian issues, including certain of the principles espoused by the Geneva, Hague and Brussels conventions, especially those dealing with the civilian population of an occupied country. It was recognized that by its very nature modern war could not be limited to the combat conducted between military forces and that such warfare would inevitably involve action to achieve by any and all available means the destruction of ‘the total intellectual and material resources’ of an enemy state.

• Prisoners of war were to be treated as such: humanely and not criminalized, although they could be required to work if necessary. However, pragmatically perhaps, it was recognized that ‘Prisoners should be killed only in the case of extreme necessity’, although ‘only the duty of self-preservation and the security of one’s own state can justify it’. The frankness of this statement is particularly striking, and arguably rather more so than its actual content, as no army can credibly claim never to have killed prisoners-of-war at various times during its history, right up to the present day.31

• The bombardment of areas that were not by definition ‘fortifications’ was acceptable in pursuit of a military objective. Although churches, schools, libraries and buildings of particular cultural significance should not be bombarded if possible, their exemption from destruction could only be assured where their non-military use was certain.

• Although seizing and using any strategic resources from an occupied country was acceptable, the looting of private property and of cultural collections such as those found in museums and libraries was not condoned.

• With its experiences of fighting against French North African troops in 1870–1 very much in mind, the use of non-European – which in the language of the time meant non-white, non-Christian or ‘native’ – troops to fight in a European war was roundly condemned, and by implication such troops were placed beyond any expectation of being treated as legitimate military combatants.

• Similarly, in light of the army’s campaign against the francs-tireurs in 1871, the German view of the illegitimacy of such irregular forces was undiminished in 1914. Despite their mastery of so many facets of warfare, the Germans never successfully conducted a guerrilla campaign or armed resistance of the sort carried out by the populations of so many of the countries occupied by the German army at various times, and there is much anecdotal evidence that this form of warfare was simply an anathema to German military thinking and the army’s code of honour. Although the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 were included in the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege as an appendix, the main text made it quite clear that the general staff did not recognize the right of civilians to resist invasion. They regarded such action as being beyond the laws of armed conflict and (by implication) that any reprisals taken by the army in response to such hostile action carried out by civilians would be both inevitable and legitimate.

• In similar vein, all forms of subterfuge, faithlessness and fraud, such as misuse of the Red Cross flag, breaking the terms of a parole or armistice, using surrender as a lure to kill the enemy, were condemned, together with arson and robbery. Interestingly, the ‘murder of the enemy’s leaders’ was also condemned, although the use of enemy and neutral uniforms, flags and identifying symbols were all quite acceptable, despite this being contrary to the Hague convention.



These then were some of the guiding principles that had already been firmly inculcated in the German officers and soldiers when they went to war in 1914.

1. LIÈGE TO THE MARNE: BELGIUM AND FRANCE, AUGUST TO DECEMBER 1914

While the principles set out in the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege directed the army’s general prosecution of the war, its strategic direction remained firmly rooted in the Schlieffen Plan. Despite its several significant flaws and some delays during deployment, the early progress made by the Germans in August 1914 seemed to augur well for the success of their campaign.

As 350,000 troops moved into the French-held part of Lorraine, another 400,000 marched into the heavily-wooded hills and valleys of the Ardennes. Meanwhile, three armies – some 750,000 men in all – had been launched into Luxembourg and Belgium on their way to envelop the French left flank and roll up the French army from the north and attack its rear. In total, there were seven separate armies, numbered consecutively from north to south.32 The First, Second and Third Armies advanced into Belgium between Maastricht and the Ardennes, as the Fourth moved through the Ardennes. The Fifth advanced from Luxembourg to the north-west of Metz, while the Sixth and Seventh Armies struck into France from the Saarland between Metz and Straßurg. As the forces advanced through Belgium, their progress was witnessed by an American correspondent (the United States remaining neutral in 1914) who was reporting the event for the New York World:


It was a sight never to be forgotten. As far as the eye could see stretched solid columns of marching men, pressing westward, ever westward. The army was advancing in three mighty columns along three parallel roads. These dense masses of moving men in their elusive blue-grey [sic] uniforms looked for all the world like three monstrous serpents crawling across the countryside. We passed regiment after regiment, brigade after brigade, of infantry, and after them hussars, Uhlans, cuirassiers, field batteries, more infantry, more field guns, ambulances, then siege guns, each drawn by thirty horses, engineers, telephone corps, pontoon wagons, armoured motor cars, more Uhlans, the sunlight gleaming on their forest of lances, more infantry in spiked helmets, all sweeping by as irresistible as a mighty river, with their faces turned towards France.33



Just as the German high command had anticipated, the main counter-action by the French was made against the German forces in Lorraine and the Ardennes, where the French were first stopped and then forced to withdraw back behind the frontier. Brussels fell on 20 August, after which the main German attack fell upon the French forces deployed to defend the Franco-Belgian frontier. After a short attempt to hold on the River Sambre, the French, who were outnumbered by about two to one, were again forced to withdraw.

However, the German high command had underestimated the level of armed resistance that the army would encounter during its invasion of neutral Belgium. Reports of atrocities and the killing of Belgian and French civilians (5,521 and 896 respectively) by the Germans during the 1914 campaign provided a welcome gift to the anti-German propagandists. At the outset of the campaign, spirited resistance by the Belgian army in the border towns of Verviers and Visé resulted in desperate house-to-house fighting before the defenders were finally overcome. In the case of Visé, the Germans then proceeded to burn the town to the ground as a reprisal, claiming that civilians had fired upon the attacking soldiers. Soon afterwards, on the afternoon of 6 August, one German infantry unit reached a village in the Ourthe valley area, some 35 kilometres to the south of Liège, pausing there before continuing its advance on that city at 19.00 hours that evening in darkness, rain and a raging thunderstorm. Suddenly, in the words of an officer of that unit:


‘After thirty minutes the column was fired upon from the surrounding high ground. Then we learned that our baggage train, bringing up the rear, had been attacked. Such are the atrocities of the francs-tireurs. One company was ordered to turn back to the village that we had just passed through. There, the people were all shot and their houses burned.’34



Another such incident occurred in Dinant on 23 August, where some 200 civilians were shot for having allegedly fired upon the Saxon troops. In all, some 674 civilians were killed by the Saxons in Dinant during their occupation of the town, these killings having been ordered by their corps commander. Despite its severity, it was an order that undoubtedly accorded with the provisions of the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege. In fact, as Dinant is immediately adjacent to the River Meuse, it was more than likely that the hostile fire that had provoked these reprisals originated from French sharpshooters on the far bank of the river rather than from Belgian tireurs within Dinant.35 Certainly, the Germans – with questionable justification, but possibly simply for reasons of professional pride – were reluctant to credit Belgian army units, sharpshooters and engineers with successfully halting or delaying the advance, preferring to blame non-military ‘illegal combatants’ such as francs-tireurs and civilian saboteurs for the sniping attacks, blown bridges, felled trees, blocked tunnels, cut telephone wires and similar actions that potentially threatened achieving the general staff’s operational timetable. In any event, between 18 and 28 August 1914 the army killed up to 6,400 civilians – mainly in Belgium – in the course of its advance towards and into France.36

The army’s conduct during the initial invasion of Belgium and France, especially its attitude to and measures taken against the civilian populations of both these countries (especially the taking and execution of hostages and of reprisal action against whole communities) attracted a flood of claims and counter-claims from propagandists and official sources on both sides. Some tales of German atrocities were undoubtedly gross exaggerations or complete fictions developed by Anglo-French propagandists to motivate their forces and nations against the Central Powers (but against Germany in particular). On the other hand, there can be no doubt that the conduct of some units and formations of the German army during the early months of the war was neither justifiable nor edifying, while at the same time it hardly upheld the vaunted reputation of that force for its consummate military professionalism, honour and discipline. In his recent work on the campaign of 1914, the historian Max Hastings concluded that ‘A mood of hysteria overtook the Kaiser’s army in Belgium and France during August 1914, matched by a determination swiftly and ruthlessly to assert its supremacy. There was also, among some soldiers, a desire to wreak revenge on any victims to hand for battlefield setbacks and casualties … in this case the German hierarchy formally endorsed the legitimacy of its soldiers’ conduct.’37 Certainly, the legacy of the army’s experience during the war against France in 1870–1 – specifically what the Germans viewed as irregular and illegal actions carried out by francs-tireurs – coloured its initial expectations of the likely nature of combat against France and Belgium. As we have already seen, this particular perspective had already shaped the general staff’s operational doctrine, which had been enshrined and clearly set out in its Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege before the war.38

Whatever the merit of the general staff’s operational arguments for the army’s advance into Belgium, one consequence of Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality was Great Britain’s early entry into the war. On 21 August the two corps of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), a total of almost 100,000 men, arrived at Mons, where they came into contact with forward cavalry units of General von Kluck’s First Army just twenty-four hours later. Soon thereafter the BEF was attacked by three German corps sustaining no fewer than 4,352 casualties by nightfall on 23 August. The BEF’s situation was untenable, and the next day the British had little option but to begin their own fighting withdrawal westwards. Everywhere the Franco-British forces were retreating, and by 29 August the French forces alone had sustained 40,000 dead and 260,000 other casualties.

Although the French and British were retreating, the strength of the resistance facing the German armies confounded the general staff’s expectations, so that by the end of August the critical timetable called for in the Schlieffen Plan was slipping day by day. Already, the invading German armies were experiencing delays and sustaining increasing numbers of casualties (some 265,000 in the First Army alone by 6 September). Meanwhile, a growing gap was opening up between the First and Second Armies, with von Kluck’s army on the right or north-west of the advance having moved well ahead of Generaloberst (later Generalfeldmarschall) Karl von Bülow’s Second Army on its left.

As the days passed, von Kluck was becoming more and more frustrated both by what he perceived to be the unjustified slowness of the Second Army’s progress and by the increasing anxiety expressed by its commander about the ever-widening gap between the two armies. At the same time von Kluck was aware that the delays and casualties suffered by the First Army meant that it now lacked the necessary strength to continue its planned advance westwards to the north of Paris. Consequently on 31 August von Kluck ordered the First Army to swing south and then south-east, instead of proceeding west to envelop Paris in accordance with the Schlieffen Plan. This decision was taken despite the fact that some German patrols had already penetrated to within eighteen kilometres of the French capital. In the meantime, unknown to von Kluck, a new French army was urgently being formed in Paris, with the result that the First Army’s move southwards exposed the German right flank to an attack from that direction.

On 5 September the blow fell upon the First Army when the newly constituted French Sixth Army launched a major counterattack from the Paris area. Realistically, von Kluck’s First Army had in any case reached its achievable limit of exploitation: its supply system was already stretched to the limit (much of it necessarily focused upon providing the almost one million kilograms of fodder that the army’s 84,000 horses consumed each day). In the face of continued French attacks von Kluck began to withdraw north-eastwards in good order on that same day. Although von Kluck eventually managed to deal with the French counterattack, his withdrawal affected the wider German situation, particularly that of the Second Army, with a significant gap of more than 50 kilometres by then existing between the two armies.

By this time the French had finally determined that the German point of main effort was indeed from the north, and so substantial forces were urgently recalled from Lorraine to strike von Bülow’s Second Army on the Marne on 6 September.39 The battle on the line of the River Marne raged during the days that followed. Then, as the BEF advanced to exploit the gap created by von Kluck’s withdrawal and strike the First Army’s left flank, von Bülow was also forced to withdraw in light of the threat now posed to the right flank of his Second Army. The withdrawals first by von Kluck and then by von Bülow left the general staff with few options – despite von Kluck having achieved a degree of success in countering the French onslaught. Accordingly the order for a general withdrawal to positions beyond the River Aisne was issued by army supreme headquarters at Koblenz on 9 September. This order signalled the final abandonment of the Schlieffen Plan, as the German armies on the western front withdrew northwards. In an indictment of the part played by the general staff in the failure of the Schlieffen Plan the German historian Walter Görlitz noted reservations expressed by von Schlieffen in 1912, less than a year before his death in January 1913, about the ‘lack of operational experience among the higher commanders’ and the fact that ‘the general staff does not seem to have recognized the necessity of giving the enveloping arm [of the First and Second Armies] an adequate supply of cyclists, lorries and armoured cars so as to give it the maximum mobility. Much too great a strain was placed on horseflesh. The horses both of the French and the German cavalry were often exhausted before it ever came to any regular engagement.’40

By 15 September the ebb and flow of the crucial Battle of the Marne had all but ended, as the five main German armies halted their withdrawal and entrenched themselves along the line of high ground both well beyond and overlooking the River Aisne. The Marne was a defining moment of the war – it halted the German advance, frustrated the plans of the general staff and effectively shaped battle lines in the west that would change little during the next four years. From 17 September both sides tried to outflank the other from the north, with the conflict – and therefore the defensive lines – moving ever closer to the North Sea coast. Despite the best efforts of both sides, including a number of German offensives, the Anglo-French forces could not be dislodged, so that by Christmas 1914 an almost unbroken line of trenches, wire, strongpoints and a multiplicity of other fortifications ran from the coast of Flanders in the north all the way down to the Franco-Swiss border in the south.

As a blanket of snow lay upon the frozen battlefield during the first Christmas of the war, only the so-called ‘Christmas truce’ from 24–7 December briefly relieved the grim reality that the war would most certainly be over neither by Christmas nor before 1915. In practice, this unauthorized and bizarre interlude was short-lived and affected relatively few troops. None the less, isolated instances of Christmas fraternization in 1914 were recorded not only between the Germans and British, French and Belgian troops on the Western Front but also elsewhere, involving Austrians and Russians among others. However, this activity by the German soldiers was particularly prevalent where they occupied positions facing units of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) across the Franco-Belgian border. There the ‘Christmas truce’ involved these British troops and the predominantly Bavarian and Saxon soldiers who opposed them, when men from both sides left their trenches and came together in no-man’s-land in a demonstration of the spirit of Christmas and seasonal goodwill.41 This surreal event was brought to an end by torrential rain on 27 December, succeeded by severe thunderstorms, which together turned the frozen ground back into a sea of mud. At the same time, an order was issued by the high command on 28 December strictly prohibiting any fraternization across the front-line and characterizing any further such conduct as high treason.42

In spite of the decades of reconnaissance, analysis, assessment and updating, the strategic aims and intentions of the Schlieffen Plan had not been achieved, and from its failure had instead emerged a most sophisticated defensive construction that soon became known to all as the ‘Western Front’. For the German army, the price of the plan’s failure was nearly 900,000 casualties together with the unwelcome prospect of now having to fight a protracted war on two fronts.

However, if Germany had not been favoured with the early (within six weeks) and conclusive victory over France that it had needed in August 1914, its army on the Eastern Front enjoyed somewhat better fortunes against the Russians – albeit in ways that had not originally been anticipated by the general staff and with the army’s eventual success preceded by an early reverse.

2. GUMBINNEN TO TANNENBERG: EAST PRUSSIA, AUGUST TO SEPTEMBER 1914

The general staff had expected that Russia would be slow to mobilize, but the Tsar’s army defied these estimates by coming into action quite quickly against the German forces in East Prussia. There the 200,000 men of the German Eighth Army, commanded by 66-year-old Generaloberst Maximilian Wilhelm Gustav Moritz von Prittwitz und Gaffron, had been deployed to secure the eastern frontier while Germany’s main onslaught fell upon France in the west. Although the Russian army’s preparedness to conduct offensive operations was considerably less than that of the Germans, it nevertheless responded with alacrity to a French request to launch an offensive on the Eastern Front. Having moved two armies into East Prussia in mid-August, III Corps of Russian General Rennenkampf’s First Army struck the German I Corps at Stallüponen on 17 August.

Altogether the Russians fielded some 250 battalions against a German strength of about 144, although the German Eighth Army’s artillery was significantly stronger in terms of the ratio of supporting guns to battalions and of the amount of heavy artillery it had available. In addition, Russian command and control and support arrangements were generally archaic: for example, compasses were available, but few maps were issued, even at formation headquarters. Many Russian junior officers could not read maps in any case. Insufficient availability of telephone cable meant that many operational messages were necessarily sent by radio, but these were often transmitted ‘in clear’ (unencrypted) because the Russian signallers either had no codes or else the message recipients were incapable of decoding them. Meanwhile, little mechanical transport was available to the Russian army, and despite the updating action taken after Russia’s defeat by Japan in 1904 much of the army’s other supporting services and logistical arrangements were still primitive. In East Prussia in 1914 neither the Russian commander-in-chief, General Jilinsky, nor his two army commanders, General Rennenkampf (First Army) and General Samsonov (Second Army) displayed more than average competence as commanders, while at the same time the dislike of Rennenkampf and Samsonov for each other was well known. On the other hand, events on the German side would reveal shortly that the professional ability and judgement of the Eighth Army commander, Generaloberst von Prittwitz und Gaffron, also failed to measure up to that which was expected of an army commander.
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In response to the Russian attack, von Prittwitz und Gaffron ordered I Corps, commanded by General der Infanterie Hermann von François, to withdraw his corps to Gumbinnen. But von François refused to do this and instead attacked the Russians, taking some 3,000 prisoners before at last being forced to fall back to Gumbinnen, albeit with the loss of seven guns. Meanwhile, General der Kavallerie (later Generalfeldmarschall) Anton Ludwig August von Mackensen’s XVII Corps43 and Generalleutnant (later General der Infanterie) Otto von Below’s I Reserve Corps moved to reinforce von François, arriving at Gumbinnen at about midday on 20 August. Gumbinnen was then the scene of the next clash, where von François attacked the Russian flank that morning and took a further 5,000 prisoners. Von Mackensen’s XVII Corps was, however, less fortunate. It arrived at Gumbinnen ahead of von Below’s corps and was immediately committed to the battle, where a local Russian advantage in artillery first halted the German advance and then broke the newly arrived corps. There followed the rare sight of an entire German corps rendered non-effective, one division actually breaking and fleeing the battlefield, with many of its soldiers retreating as far as fifteen miles before their flight was finally halted. Although they had lost about 19,000 men, Gumbinnen was a victory for Rennenkampf’s First Army, but it had been achieved in relative isolation, as General Jilinsky lacked both the aptitude and the essential command and control facilities to coordinate the actions of his two armies successfully and thus exploit the Russian success.

In the belief that his rival’s success at Gumbinnen heralded an imminent German collapse, and determined to gain his own victory, General Samsonov advanced his Second Army to the south of the Masurian lakes. Although these sizeable lakes now effectively divided the two Russian armies from each other such that the Second Army could no longer be supported by the First, von Prittwitz und Gaffron assessed that the Russian advance was so strong that the whole of the Eighth Army should now withdraw west of the River Vistula. At 19.00 hours on 20 August he issued the necessary warning order and notified by telephone chief of the general staff Generaloberst Helmuth von Moltke at army supreme headquarters in Koblenz of his intentions. In practice, this decision was somewhat premature, for within 24 hours two of the principal staff officers in Eighth Army headquarters had persuaded von Prittwitz und Gaffron that offensive action rather than a withdrawal was both necessary and feasible. Accordingly the army commander rescinded his earlier order for a retreat to the Vistula, thus stabilizing the operational situation and establishing the foundation from which a major German success would shortly be launched.

But for Generaloberst von Prittwitz und Gaffron it was all too late. His initial call to Koblenz had provoked horror within a high command and general staff that could not countenance either the abandonment of German territory or an apparently blatant disregard of von Moltke’s direction for the Eighth Army to counter the Russian advance by offensive rather than defensive action. Since that fateful telephone call, von Moltke had solicited reports from a number of general staff officers in key posts within the various units, formations and headquarters of the Eighth Army, and from these he had ascertained that the situation was by no means as precarious as that portrayed by von Prittwitz und Gaffron. As a result, and irrespective of the Eighth Army commander’s subsequent change of orders on 21 August, von Moltke decided to replace him forthwith.44 This decision, and von Moltke’s choice of a new commander for the Eighth Army, would have important and far-reaching consequences both for the army and, in due course, for Germany.

The officer now selected by von Moltke to take over command of the Eighth Army was 66-year-old General der Infanterie (later Generalfeldmarschall) Paul Ludwig Hans Anton von Beneckendorff und Hindenburg, whose chief of staff at the Eighth Army would be Generalmajor Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff, an officer who had already gained a formidable reputation on the Western Front during the siege of Liège, where he had served as deputy chief of staff of the Second Army. Paul von Hindenburg was born on 2 October 1847 and, having gained a commission in the 3rd (Prussian) Regiment of Foot Guards (3. Garde-Regiment zu Fuß), served as a junior officer during the wars against Denmark, Austria and France in the period to 1871. Consistently regarded as a very capable general staff officer, as well as a pragmatic and strong leader, he rose to command an army corps as a Generalleutnant, eventually retiring from active service in 1911. He had achieved command of an army corps despite his well-known preference for service with troops rather than in staff appointments, a preference that rarely resulted in rapid advancement in the peacetime army but which earned him the loyalty and respect of those he commanded. During the later years of his service, von Hindenburg had been considered as a possible contender both for the post of chief of the general staff and for that of Prussian minister of war, but this did not happen. When he retired as a corps commander in 1911 his last first-hand experience of a major conflict had been as an infantry junior officer in 1871, so that when von Hindenburg was recalled to serve his country as commander of the Eighth Army in late August 1914, almost half a century had passed since he had been at war. Nevertheless, the formidable combination of army officer training, the general staff system and a rigorous process of selection for high command – together with the inherent ability and personal qualities von Hindenburg brought to his new assignment – ensured that the right man had been found to produce a German victory in East Prussia. In addition, this was an area that von Hindenburg already knew well, not only due to the number of manoeuvres and general staff training exercises staged there but also because he had been born in Posen (modern Pozna in Poland) in East Prussia.

Dressed in his old 1911-era uniform, von Hindenburg was met by his new chief of staff at the main railway station in Hannover on 23 August, from where they would travel on together to Eighth Army headquarters. Generalmajor (later General der Infanterie) Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff45 was a very different man from von Hindenburg, but the personalities of the two generals complemented each other very well. Born in 1865 and in due course commissioned into the infantry, Ludendorff had no direct experience of combat or of a major conflict prior to 1914. Unlike von Hindenburg, however, he readily accepted that a career in the general staff was the route to speedy professional advancement, and having achieved membership of the staff he quickly demonstrated his aptitude, intellect and professional abilities. Despite his undoubted professional competence, he also acquired a reputation as an ambitious, mercurial, violent and abrasive officer who carried these less-positive traits into his approach to the organization and conduct of warfare. His vision of modern conflict was one of ‘total war’, waged to the uttermost extent of the resources of the nation, with little thought for matters of morality or principle if these should prejudice the army’s operations. From 1904 to 1913 Ludendorff had worked in the operations and mobilization department of the general staff, rising within it to head that department from 1908 until 1913. In that capacity he had been very directly involved in the several measures proposed to increase the size of the army in the pre-war years and had suffered the frustration of seeing the increases essential to the success of the Schlieffen Plan refused by the government in 1912 and 1913. Indeed, he had also been an important contributor to von Moltke’s operational review and modification of various aspects of the Schlieffen plan, having worked closely with him in the years prior to the outbreak of war. So it was, at Hannover Hauptbahnhof (the city’s main railway station) on 23 August 1914, that the leadership duo that would just a year later assume total command of the German army for the remainder of the war, was formed. The two officers’ onward journey to the Eighth Army headquarters at Marienburg (now Malbork) on the Vistula took them north and east from Hannover, and they arrived there later that day. En route they developed their own strategy to deal with the Russians, and on 25 August von Hindenburg signed off the operation order that committed the Eighth Army to what would become known as the Battle of Tannenberg, a defining moment not only of the fighting on the Eastern Front but also of the wider war. On 26 August von Hindenburg was promoted Generaloberst.

In fact, the operations staff at the headquarters of the Eighth Army had already produced a design for battle which virtually mirrored that devised by von Hindenburg and Ludendorff on 23/4 August. There, the chief of operations, Generalmajor Grünert, but more particularly his deputy, Oberstleutnant Max Hoffman, had also identified the disjointed command and control arrangements between the two Russian armies and the very different operational approaches of Rennenkampf and Samsonov. They assessed that this offered the Eighth Army an excellent opportunity to isolate and destroy the two Russian armies separately by conducting a holding action against one Russian army while concentrating and employing the maximum force against the other. In addition, the physical barrier provided by the Masurian lakes further exacerbated what was already the virtually non-existent coordination between the two Russian armies.

Given Samsonov’s over-optimism and recklessness – even now he was pushing his Second Army onwards at best speed in order to attack the German right, with his exhausted infantry regiments marching up to twenty kilometres a day – and Rennenkampf’s caution, the Germans judged that Samsonov clearly posed the greater threat. A captured Russian map showing the First Army’s operational plan, together with the steady flow of intelligence gleaned from German intercepts of Russian radio traffic (all still sent in clear), tended to confirm this assessment. However, if the Germans had miscalculated and Rennenkampf should break through on the northern flank, which was held by a predominantly cavalry force of just one division necessarily deployed on a frontage that exceeded thirty kilometres, then the Eighth Army risked an overwhelming attack into its rear area while its main combat units were still dealing with Samsonov to the south. In any event, the meeting of minds between the new commander and his chief of staff and the in-place operations staff of the Eighth Army meant that the army’s new offensive could be launched in fairly short order.46

As ever, the railway played a crucial part in moving major elements of the German corps speedily and largely undetected to concentrate against the Russian Second Army to the south. The German I Corps was still de-training to the west of Tannenberg on 25 August following its move south-west from Gumbinnen when Ludendorff, concerned by the threat posed by Rennenkampf, ordered its commander, General der Infanterie Hermann von François, to attack Samsonov’s Second Army forthwith. This was despite the fact that none of the I Corps’ heavy artillery was by then available and that neither I Reserve Corps nor XVII Corps would be able to support such an attack as both corps were still moving south by road to join the battle against Samsonov. At first von François refused to launch such an ill-judged venture, but he was then visited by von Hindenburg, Ludendorff and Hoffman. The outcome of the ensuing discussion was a statement by von François that, if the attack order were indeed to be confirmed, he would only agree to carry it out on the understanding that the resulting action would unavoidably have to be carried out by the infantry alone! Hoffman, who was undoubtedly more in tune with the Russian deployment and activities than Ludendorff, supported von François’ decision but did not declare this to the new chief of staff. Fortuitously, however, just then intelligence was received that Rennenkampf’s progress was sufficiently slow for his army to be unable to threaten the Eighth Army’s rear. At the same time, Samsonov had ordered a pursuit of what he had mistakenly assessed to be a still-demoralized and routed German XX Corps commanded by General der Artillerie Friedrich von Scholtz.

As a result, the original assessment of the Russian intentions made by Hoffman and Grünert was validated. Von François was no longer required to carry out his premature attack, while Samsonov’s Second Army was drawn even more deeply into the German trap. Battle was finally joined when Samsonov launched his own attack at dawn on 27 August, advancing north-westwards on a general line from Allenstein to Osterode. At that stage the two corps commanded by von Below (I Reserve Corps) and by von Mackensen (XVII Corps), which had deployed to the north and south of Tannenberg, fell upon the Russian right. By that evening the Russian advance had been halted, with many casualties sustained. Samsonov, however, was relatively undisturbed by this turn of events and still anticipated the imminent arrival of the First Army from the north. In the meantime, early that morning von François’ I Corps – now with its full complement of heavy artillery available – had begun a seven-hour bombardment of the Russian left, accompanied by a series of attacks that virtually annihilated the Russian corps on the Second Army’s left wing. Samsonov threw five more divisions into the battle, but they failed to break through the German forces that had by then almost encircled him. By nightfall on the 27th the Russian army group commander, Jilinsky, was at last becoming aware of the disastrous situation concerning his Second Army and ordered Rennenkamp to hasten his attack from the north.

On 28 August the fighting continued, and the German encirclement of the Second Army was completed when von François again disobeyed an order from Ludendorff, which on this occasion required him to move to assist von Scholtz’s XX Corps. Fortunately, XX Corps did not need this assistance, and by driving instead upon Neidenburg (now Nidzica), von François’ I Corps effectively cut off the Russians’ potential escape route to the south. Although the remnants of the ensnared Second Army fought on bravely and enjoyed some local successes, including the temporary recapture of Neidenburg, the end was not in doubt. Late on the night of 29 August Samsonov walked alone into the dense fir woods, took out his pistol and shot himself. The last units of his decimated army dug in and continued fighting until the morning of 31 August, when they surrendered. By then the last of the Second Army’s ammunition was gone, and there was no hope of resupply or relief. In the defeat of the Second Army 50,000 Russians had been killed or wounded, with 92,000 prisoners taken by 31 August – the ‘day of harvesting’ as von Hindenburg termed it – together with some 500 guns.

Of the great haul of prisoners taken, no fewer than 60,000 were directly attributable to the actions of von François, who had yet again modified Ludendorff’s orders for his I Corps at the end of the main battle, thus ensuring that the remaining Russian troops could not infiltrate away to the south and east. Although his intuitive command of I Corps had been most effective in accordance with the concept of Auftragstaktik, and he was a key contributor to the German victory against the Second Army, von François had not endeared himself to Ludendorff during the Battle of Tannenberg. Consequently, despite his clear professional ability and suitability for advancement and high command, von François was destined to remain a corps commander throughout the war.

Meanwhile, now fully aware of Samsonov’s fate, Rennenkampf withdrew his First Army, only to find himself being pursued by German forces now reinforced by an additional two corps from the Western Front. During the ensuing Battle of the Masurian lakes, fought between 5 and 15 September, von Hindenburg’s forces finally crippled Rennenkampf’s army, which lost more than 125,000 men including 30,000 as prisoners, together with 200 guns. However, the defeat of the Russian First Army was not as decisive as that of the Second Army: Rennenkampf managed to disengage and withdraw part of his command successfully, often marching his men more than thirty kilometres a day on congested roads in blistering heat. The end of this follow-on battle by the Masurian lakes marked the conclusion of the Battle of Tannenberg, a German victory that had great significance for the wider conflict, shaping its future course and that of European history, but particularly that of tsarist Russia.

Tannenberg also assured the future prominence and fortunes of von Hindenburg and Ludendorff. The former continued as commander-in-chief on the Eastern Front throughout 1915, achieving several further successes. By the end of that year von Hindenburg had become a household name within Germany and internationally, and when the Kaiser relieved General der Infanterie Erich Georg Sebastian von Falkenhayn of his post as chief of the general staff in August 1916 von Hindenburg assumed that appointment, becoming in practice Germany’s supreme warlord throughout the remaining years of the war.

Meanwhile, Ludendorff continued as von Hindenburg’s principal adviser, and so from August 1916 he exerted a very significant influence upon many aspects of an army that was by then engaged in a modern, industrialized war of attrition. He addressed the army’s doctrine, tactics, technology and organization with great energy, as well as the key policies and practicalities that affected the means of industrial production necessary to support such an army. Whereas von Hindenburg was unquestionably Germany’s military and national figurehead during those years, he lacked the sheer ability of his subordinate. Ludendorff’s was the intellect and the brain that drove the nature and spirit of the army and, arguably, that of the German nation in arms from 1916 to 1918, while von Hindenburg’s great skill was to recognize Ludendorff’s considerable, if sometimes erratic, attributes and his own limitations, simultaneously directing, supporting and focusing the former while not deluding himself over the latter. The enormous breadth of power and responsibility that was accorded to von Hindenburg and Ludendorff from 1916 made them true warlords of their time and exemplars of more than a century of Prussian and German military professionalism. For both of these senior officers their ultimate wartime achievements were the culmination of a process that began in East Prussia during August–September 1914 at Tannenberg and the Masurian lakes.

3. CHINA, THE FAR EAST AND THE PACIFIC, AUGUST–DECEMBER 1914

While the campaigns on the Western Front and in East Prussia were under way during the late summer and final months of 1914, the war had already spread to Germany’s overseas possessions in China, the Far East, the Pacific and Africa, as Japanese and British imperial forces moved quickly to seize these German colonies, maritime bases and overseas territories. Although ostensibly these naval and military operations were launched primarily to deprive Germany of the ports and access to raw materials needed to prosecute the war, some were opportunistic and prompted by less straightforward national political agendas, fears and aspirations in Tokyo, London and elsewhere. The loss of these overseas bases, naval refuelling facilities and access to raw materials and other resources certainly affected Berlin’s war plans adversely and shaped its future conduct of the war, particularly on the high seas, as well as inflicting a degree of humiliation upon a German empire that had possessed most of these exotic overseas territories only since the latter years of the previous century.

During the newly formed German empire’s rush for colonies during the nineteenth century, the Second Reich had acquired various colonies in China, the Far East and Pacific. Included in these was Kiao-chau province in north-east China, at the neck of the Shantung peninsula with the major naval base of Tsingtao. This was the principal focus of Germany’s maritime presence in the Far East and Pacific region, exemplified by Admiral Graf von Spee’s squadron of two formidable cruisers (Scharnhorst and Gneisenau) and three light cruisers47 based there. These ships comprised a potent naval force that more than matched the British Royal Navy’s warship capability based at Hong Kong. Germany also owned or controlled various Pacific islands and island colonies, including Samoa, the Mariana Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Solomon Islands, the Bismarck Archipelago and Kaiser Wilhelm Land (part of New Guinea).

The series of operations to seize these German territories followed the outbreak of war in August 1914, and all were concluded well before the end of the year. Japan, which had been an ally of Great Britain since 1902, declared war against Germany on 23 August and shortly afterwards mounted an operation to capture Tsingtao, using a force of 60,000 Japanese troops. This substantial force included two British infantry battalions. The German defences at Tsingtao were prepared to deal primarily with an attack from the sea, any landward threat being assessed as minimal, especially as China was a neutral country.48 However, the Anglo-Japanese attacking force ignored China’s neutral status and approached the fortified port overland, a ploy that resulted in Tsingtao’s garrison surrendering on 7 November after a relatively brief siege.

The German defeat at Tsingtao meant that Admiral Graf von Spee’s squadron had lost its Far East and Pacific base, and so the five warships set off towards South American waters, hoping to find refuelling opportunities in Chile. On the way, the squadron enjoyed some success, sinking a number of merchant vessels and a couple of warships before being confronted by two British Royal Navy battle cruisers off the Falkland Islands on 8 December. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were sunk that afternoon, the light cruisers Nürnberg and Leipzig soon thereafter. The light cruiser Dresden managed to escape that battle, eventually being caught and sunk on 14 March 1915. By January 1915 the cumulative impact of the fall of Tsingtao was the termination of Germany’s ability to use surface warships to attack Allied shipping in the Far East and Pacific region and (potentially) elsewhere. The loss of its refuelling base there might have been somewhat less significant if von Spee had continued to enjoy access to coaling facilities at other German possessions in the region. However, the German garrisons and local forces in all of these territories soon also succumbed to a rapid series of assaults by Japanese, New Zealand and Australian forces. By mutual agreement, the Japanese seized the German territories north of the equator while New Zealand and Australian troops took those to the south.

Inevitably, wider imperial agendas were involved in these strategic sideshows. Japan had long sought a firm foothold on the Chinese mainland – its longer-term aspirations in Manchuria and beyond very much in mind. Despite the fact that Japan was an ally of Great Britain in 1914, when Australia and New Zealand seized Germany’s Pacific islands south of the equator this was as much a response to their concerns about Japan’s future ambitions towards Australasia as it was about any possible threat these German colonies might have posed in the region once Tsingtao had been successfully dealt with.

4. AFRICA, AUGUST 1914 TO NOVEMBER 1918

If the German defeats in China, the Far East and Pacific regions were relative sideshows, the campaigns conducted by the army’s colonial forces in Africa (the Schutztruppen) assumed much greater importance. The German colony of Togoland was largely removed from the equation on 25 August 1914 with the destruction by British forces that day of the wireless station at Kamina, which had provided a vital communication link between Germany and its African territories. However, events in Kamerun (Cameroon), German South West Africa and German East Africa followed a somewhat different course. In German East Africa the German commander Oberstleutnant (later General der Infanterie) Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck embarked upon a four-year campaign and conducted it with considerable success, only surrendering on 23 November 1918 some two weeks after the end of the fighting in Europe. This exemplary campaign was in the best traditions of the general staff’s operational doctrine and of the concept of Auftragstaktik, with von Lettow-Vorbeck applying his awareness of Germany’s strategic needs to shape his own campaign at the operational and tactical levels and so complement the army’s war in faraway Europe. Understandably, von Lettow-Vorbeck’s campaign attracted more attention than the fighting in Kamerun and German West Africa, which was also of shorter duration. Nevertheless, the latter two campaigns also began in 1914 and so were for many months conducted in parallel with that led by von Lettow-Vorbeck, thus complementing and contributing significantly to the success of the much longer conflict in German East Africa.

The British operation to overcome German South West Africa was launched by South African troops on 13 September 1914 and lasted a little more than ten months. The South African forces49 vastly outnumbered the German Schutztruppen, who fought a series of delaying actions, withdrawing into the interior and generally not seeking to contest the ports and coastal wireless stations that were the principal British objectives. The last leader of the Schutztruppen in South West Africa was Oberstleutnant Erich Victor Carl August Francke, a competent commander with much experience of service in Africa. As well as having been involved in the early stages of the operation to deal with the Herero revolt in 1904, some ten years later he also carried out a successful attack against forces from Portuguese Angola at the outset of the world war. His time in overall command of the Schutztruppen began following the death of his predecessor in November 1914. Although Francke managed to occupy the attention of significant numbers of South African troops for many months, both eluding and inflicting casualties upon them, he was eventually forced to surrender along with his remaining 2,166 men at Khorab, near Otavi, on 9 July 1915. South African control of the colony was not finally achieved until late August 1915. The deployment of South African forces in German South West Africa until late 1915 provided von Lettow-Vorbeck in Germany’s East African colony with a respite of more than a year to conduct his own campaign before significant Allied forces could be brought to bear upon him.

Similarly, the Franco-British operations to gain control of Kamerun served to divert and delay the Allies’ ability fully to focus upon German East Africa until the beginning of 1916. If Britain and France had better harmonized their aims and objectives, the Kamerun campaign might have ended much earlier. While Britain’s approach was primarily maritime-based and aimed at denying port and communication facilities to the Germans, the forces in neighbouring French Equatorial Africa – acting without the approval of the French government – took it upon themselves to begin a ground invasion of Kamerun from the south. The British seized the port of Duala and its wireless station by 27 September 1914 unopposed by German forces, but the latter had already withdrawn into the more rugged interior of the territory where the terrain favoured the defender and where they enjoyed a high degree of local support.

The German forces under their commander, Oberstleutnant Zimmermann,50 were attacked by French columns advancing slowly from the south and more rapidly from the east, while the British launched an attack from the north, capturing Garua on 10 June 1915. Despite the best efforts of Zimmermann’s Askaris (locally-enlisted native troops), the numerical superiority of the Allies meant that the eventual outcome was not in doubt. With any sort of resupply from Germany impossible, by the middle of the year the Germans were running seriously short of all categories of matériel, by far the most significant of which was ammunition. The troops were forced to make individual rifle rounds from spent cases, using bits of brass from ornaments to create percussion caps, with black powder as the propellant charge. These highly unreliable and often ineffective munitions were then necessarily fired only from older types of rifle rather than from the standard issue Gewehr 98. Even where properly made ammunition that would fit the Gewehr 98 rifle was still available it was retained for use only in the machine-guns.

In due course Zimmermann’s forces lost control of the northern mountain area which he had used as a line of communication and resupply route within Africa, thereafter relying on bringing in supplies via neutral Rio Muni (modern Equatorial Guinea). By November 1915 time was running out, as a British column from the west and a French column from the east converged – albeit disjointedly – upon the town of Yaounde, which was operationally critical to Zimmermann’s campaign. The two Allied columns finally met on 8 January 1916 some distance north of Yaounde, at the Nachtigal rapids, but by then Zimmermann was already moving his remaining troops away to the south. Lacking supplies, their lines of communication stretched to the limit, and with their troops already exhausted by their three-month advance to Yaounde, the Franco-British pursuit was half-hearted. As a result, although German control of Kamerun was finally lost by the end of January 1916, Oberstleutnant Zimmermann managed to reach safety in the neutral Spanish colony of Rio Muni with about 1,000 Germans, 6,000 Askaris and 7,000 family members and other civilians. The eighteen-month campaign by the Schutztruppen in Kamerun ultimately proved less successful than von Lettow-Vorbeck’s in East Africa, but it had been conducted with a similar strategic aim in Zimmermann’s mind. Even if the impact of Zimmermann’s actions upon the war in Europe was small, his fight to retain control of Kamerun had none the less kept a significant number of British black African units engaged in Kamerun from August 1914 to January 1916, and this had unquestionably been of considerable benefit to von Lettow-Vorbeck’s operations in Germany’s East African colony.

5. GERMAN EAST AFRICA, 1914–1918

Von Lettow-Vorbeck was an exceptionally talented officer, who – although a traditionalist – was well-known for his resilience, resourcefulness, determination and aggressive approach to warfare. Born into one of Pomerania’s lesser but nevertheless well-known aristocratic Prussian families on 20 March 1870 at Saarlouis in the Saarland, where his army-officer father was then serving, von Lettow-Vorbeck was later educated in Berlin. He eventually joined the corps of officer cadets at Potsdam, subsequently serving as an ensign with the 4th Regiment of Foot Guards (4. Garde-Regiment zu Fuß) at Berlin-Lichterfelde before being promoted51 Leutnant in 1889. Before the war, his operational experience included the Boxer rising in 1900 and the suppression of the Herero and Namaqua insurrections in 1904. However, his evacuation to South Africa for medical treatment after sustaining eye and chest injuries during the initial campaign against these rebelling tribesmen meant that he had departed German South West Africa before the later punitive operations were carried out.

From 1906 to 1907 he attended general staff training before serving as a Major with the headquarters staff of XI Army Corps at Kassel. From 1909 to 1913 von Lettow-Vorbeck commanded a marine infantry battalion (Seebataillon) at Wilhelmshaven in Lower Saxony (Niedersachsen) on the North Sea coast. In October 1913, by then an Oberstleutnant, he was directed to assume overall command of the forces in Kamerun, although this order was amended shortly thereafter. As a result, on 13 April 1914 the 44-year-old Oberstleutnant von Lettow-Vorbeck became commander of the German forces in the German protectorate of East Africa. Under his command were a total of 260 German (i.e., European) officers and NCOs and 2,472 locally-enlisted Askaris. This force was organized as fourteen companies, as well as a machine-gun detachment, a signalling detachment, a military band and a recruiting and training depot. Von Lettow-Vorbeck understood and admired the qualities, special skills and local knowledge that his Askaris brought to the battlefield and was staunchly supportive of his native troops, always treating them with total fairness and asking nothing of them that he would not do himself. A fluent speaker of Swahili, von Lettow-Vorbeck also recognized professionalism and ability amongst the Askari by appointing black African officers where their performance and leadership skills merited this. Consequently, by August 1914 he already commanded a very well-trained force that was totally loyal to him personally and upon which he could therefore rely absolutely.

With the commencement of the war in Europe, von Lettow-Vorbeck understood that he could best serve Germany by forcing the Allies – predominantly the British – to commit and maintain as many troops in East Africa as possible, thus preventing what he judged would be their inevitable use in Europe.52 He was quite clear that any campaign in Africa could never be more than a sideshow compared with those that would be taking place on the Western and Eastern Fronts. Ignoring instructions from Berlin and the pleas of the protectorate’s civilian governor to adopt a neutral position, von Lettow-Vorbeck correctly anticipated an amphibious assault by British forces against the port and railhead of Tanga, which lay just to the south of the territory’s border with British East Africa (modern Kenya), and prepared his plans accordingly. He also began to establish support arrangements (such as supply dumps along what he judged would be his future lines of communication and movement) to sustain the sort of mobile campaign that he intended to conduct. In an early indication of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s future intentions, he mounted an operation to seize the town of Taveta in British East Africa to the north, capturing it on 15 August 1914 and occupying it until March 1916.
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Although the ensuing campaign conducted by von Lettow-Vorbeck is frequently described as a guerrilla campaign, this description is arguable as it implies actions by irregular forces, which the Schutztruppen certainly were not. Rather, von Lettow-Vorbeck always intended to conduct conventional military operations but with a higher degree of flexibility and mobility, while necessarily using minimal logistic support and lower force levels than those routinely deployed by the army in Europe. Fomenting revolution in the neighbouring British and Portuguese colonies was never part of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s plans but would have been a key element of any true guerrilla campaign. Nevertheless, some aspects of the operations he carried out between 1915 and 1917 displayed many of the tactical characteristics of such campaigns.

On 3 November 1914 the war reached Tanga. That afternoon the local Schutztruppen garrison was in action against a British-Indian force that had landed the previous night, inflicting over 300 casualties and putting them to flight. Despite this success the German commander decided to withdraw his troops to the west of the town, there to prepare a defensive line in anticipation of a major follow-on landing by the British-Indian force. However, that afternoon von Lettow-Vorbeck arrived at Tanga and decided to view the situation for himself. As darkness fell, he and two other officers set off on bicycles53 into the now deserted town. They soon reached the harbour, where they had a fine view of a fleet of British-India transports about half a kilometre out to sea, all of these ships by then engaged in disembarking their troops – the whole operation apparently attended by a certain amount of chaos, with much noise and many lights. Based upon this reconnaissance and the perceived poor training and doubtful morale of the Indian units who had fought and fled earlier that day, von Lettow-Vorbeck decided to defend Tanga.54

The two-brigade British-Indian invasion force (Indian Expeditionary Force B55) that had arrived at Tanga commanded by Major General A. E. Aitken comprised fourteen troop transports, supported by a Royal Navy cruiser.56 Although 8,00057 British and Indian troops were able to land unopposed during the night of 3 November, almost five kilometres away on the beach at Rase-Kasone, von Lettow-Vorbeck was ready for them. By the morning of 4 November he had managed to reinforce the single rifle company58 of Askaris at the port with a further six, bringing the strength of his own force up to about 1,200. Other German reinforcements were also on their way, and he expected a further two rifle companies (about 340 men) to arrive at Tanga during 4 November.

At noon on 4 November the invaders moved to capture the town, with the single British battalion – 2nd Battalion the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment – spearheading the advance, which was conducted without artillery support (apart from naval gunfire), their guns not having been landed the previous night. Moving forward, the Indian and British troops soon encountered Askaris firing from well-concealed, prepared positions amid the stands of coconut palms, dense brush and rubber plantations. This effective rifle and machine-gun fire quickly disrupted the advance, triggering panic in some of the Indian units. Subjected to intense fire, some Askaris also began to withdraw from their positions to the south of Tanga until von Lettow-Vorbeck and some of his German officers rushed to steady them – one Hauptmann von Hammerstein was seen to halt the retreat of an Askari by throwing an empty bottle at him.

The British-Indian spearhead fought its way into the town streets and buildings, but the main force was constrained to move forward metre by metre through the thick bush and undergrowth that surrounded the town, so that although the Askaris were forced to give ground in some places, they continued to inflict casualties at a steady rate. The attack within the town ground to a halt, but eventually the British battalion, supported by Indian Gurkha troops, captured the Tanga customs house and the Hotel Deutscher Kaiser, managing to place a Union Flag on the latter. Then, much to the anger of the British soldiers, they were ordered to withdraw, as there was no prospect of the main force being able to support them. At the same time more confusion was caused when naval gunfire support, which had been urgently requested by the British landing force commander in an attempt to restore the situation, began landing shells amongst the British and Indian troops. Even more chaos ensued when whole units of advancing Indian troops broke and ran under the twin onslaughts of Askari fire and swarms of bees that suddenly swept on to the battlefield in the late afternoon.59 Some as yet uncommitted Indian units simply refused to advance, having witnessed the panicked flight of other Indian units that had been moving ahead of them. By that stage the additional two companies had arrived by train to reinforce the German defensive line, and with the day drawing to a close von Lettow-Vorbeck directed his remaining reserves – two Askari companies – to envelop the British-Indian flank and fight into the invaders’ rear. They were to do so using only their bayonets, the assault accompanied by bugle calls and the most piercing and savage war-cries they could manage. In the face of this spirited attack, at least three battalions of Indian troops fled – the invasion degenerated into a rout, and darkness at last fell upon the battlefield.

In fact, the outcome might well have been somewhat different. Some German company commanders engaged within the town misread the situation – with naval gunfire from the cruiser HMS Fox by then falling more accurately upon Tanga, they ordered their troops to pull back and regroup, using bugle calls to signal this. But several of the British-Indian commanders who heard these bugle calls opined that they indicated an attack and so failed to take advantage of this partial German withdrawal. Consequently, by dawn von Lettow-Vorbeck had retrieved the situation and the Germans had reoccupied the ground vacated during the previous night. By then Major General Aitken had already ordered his troops to withdraw to the landing beach for evacuation, covering the move with a feint attack by the British battalion from the Rase-Kasone beachhead, which made von Lettow-Vorbeck believe that a further major attack was likely.

Based upon this assessment, von Lettow-Vorbeck had already decided to withdraw inland from Tanga at 17.00 hours. However, this action was forestalled by the arrival of a British officer seeking permission on behalf of Major General Aitken for a negotiated truce in order for the Indian Expeditionary Force B to complete an evacuation and depart the area. This process lasted from the morning of 5 November into the night, with the British-Indian force leaving behind virtually all of its equipment, including ammunition and very many rifles and machine-guns. The Schutztruppen lost 16 Germans and 55 Askaris killed, and 76 personnel wounded, while the British-Indian force sustained 360 killed and 487 wounded. In addition to the heavy casualties sustained, this force left behind almost 500 modern rifles, 16 machine-guns and 600,000 rounds of rifle ammunition, together with an array of useful equipment, including a number of field telephones and sufficient uniforms to clothe the entire force of Schutztruppen for a year.

Quite apart from being an enormous blow to British prestige and a significant military defeat for the Allies, the German victory at Tanga firmly established von Lettow-Vorbeck’s wider reputation as a commander. It indicated to the Allies that troops of a significantly better quality and in greater numbers than those deployed with Indian Expeditionary Force B in November 1914 would be needed to gain control of German East Africa. At the same time, an important by-product of the British-Indian defeat at Tanga was the large quantity of weapons, ammunition and other matériel presented to von Lettow-Vorbeck’s force of Schutztruppen at the outset of its protracted campaign against the British imperial forces and those of Portugal and Belgium during the next four years.

Quick to reinforce the success at Tanga, the Schutztruppen next moved to attack a British-Indian force at Jassin, some 50 kilometres from Tanga and just inside the border of German East Africa. On this occasion the Schutztruppen considerably outnumbered the British, who were quickly defeated. But although the Germans acquired another welcome replenishment of weapons and ammunition, their losses of 86 killed and 200 wounded could not so easily be replaced. While still determined to bring the British to battle wherever this was practicable, von Lettow-Vorbeck was now more cautious about attacking defended positions, and so for much of the next two years he focused his operations upon attacking the railway system in British East Africa, Uganda and Rhodesia while also holding a line based upon the River Rufiji. Throughout his campaign he continued to recruit new men to join his Askaris, so that he eventually had some 14,000 Schutztruppen under his command, all of them well-trained and well-disciplined.

At the same time he exploited and maximized the value of every available resource.60 One particularly striking example of this was the removal of the guns from the German cruiser Königsberg before the ship was scuttled in the Rufiji river delta on 11 July 1915 and their conversion to artillery for land use, becoming the largest artillery pieces employed by any side during the campaign in German East Africa. By early 1916 the Allies under their overall commander, the South African General Jan Smuts, had some 45,000 men in the field, with reinforcements arriving regularly, and against such overwhelming odds von Lettow-Vorbeck was inevitably forced to give ground as the weeks and months passed, while all the time preserving his own strength and inflicting casualties upon the British imperial forces by using the terrain, climate and local resources to best effect.

Contrary to von Lettow-Vorbeck’s approach to the war in East Africa, the manner in which some other parts of the fighting was conducted by the Schutztruppen did involve the familiar guerrilla tactics of infiltration, hit and run and an avoidance of major battles, while all the time relying on a generally supportive local population. The principal Schutztruppen commanders who successfully employed such concepts in their own units and independent columns between January and September 1917 were Major Georg Kraut and Hauptmann Max Wintgens, as well as Leutnant Heinrich Naumann, who was Wintgens’ successor. However, despite their success – with at least 6,000 Allied troops being drawn away from his own operations – von Lettow-Vorbeck generally disapproved of this form of fighting, criticizing it and attributing little credit for what it had achieved, with the result that his relationships with these other Schutztruppen commanders was sometimes strained.

During July to October 1917 a new offensive by British imperial forces commanded by South African Lieutenant General Jacob ‘Jap’ van Deventer resulted in a series of more formal engagements for von Lettow-Vorbeck. These occurred when he intercepted two separate thrusts from the ports of Kilwa and Lindi respectively, the first at Narungombe on 19 July and the second at Nahungu from 19 September. These clashes lasted eighteen days and culminated in the four-day Battle of Mahiwa, beginning on 15 October. The battle ebbed and flowed as South African and Nigerian troops seeking to encircle part of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s force were in turn threatened with envelopment by the Germans. The ground changed hands six times during the course of the battle, and on 16 October, with British reinforcements arriving on the scene, the Schutztruppen withdrew a little over three kilometres and dug in on Mahiwa ridge. There they not only repelled a determined attack by the reinforced British troops, but on 17 and 18 October launched counterattacks from their positions on the ridge, inflicting heavy casualties and precipitating a withdrawal by the British imperial forces. Of 4,900 British, South African and Nigerian troops engaged 2,700 were killed or wounded, while the Schutztruppen suffered between 500 and 600 casualties – but this amounted to more than 30 per cent of the German force that had been engaged, and such a level of casualties was simply unsustainable. Not only personnel had been lost but also the Germans had fired more than 850,000 rounds in four days: their smokeless ammunition was exhausted, a number of machine-guns had to be destroyed, and just 25 rounds remained for each of the older late-nineteenth-century Mauser rifles that accepted black-powder cartridges, unlike the Gewehr 98. The remaining 10.5-centimetre guns from the Königsberg were destroyed and, taking advantage of the British withdrawal from Mahiwa, von Lettow-Vorbeck broke contact, crossing the River Ruvuma into Portuguese East Africa (modern Mozambique) on 25 November 1917. Although Mahiwa was justifiably proclaimed in Germany as a significant victory – with von Lettow-Vorbeck’s role in it recognized by his promotion to Generalmajor – it had so depleted the Schutztruppen that a change of operational approach was now needed.

For the next year von Lettow-Vorbeck’s Schutztruppen combated British imperial and Portuguese troops, living off the land, constantly moving and relying upon captured matériel to replenish their stocks. The fall of the Portuguese garrison at Ngomano on 25 November enabled them to replenish and re-equip the force, while the later capture of a river steamer provided an abundance of medical stores including a large stock of quinine – the drug so vital for controlling and treating the malarial disease that could so easily decimate military forces campaigning in Africa. Much later, in July 1918, the capture of Namakura (Nhamacurra, in modern Mozambique) produced sufficient new rifles, machine-guns and mortars – all with more ammunition than they could carry – to entirely re-equip the whole force and restore the force’s capability. Only its pre-November 1917 manpower could not be restored: in July 1917 its strength had been 800 Germans and 5,500 Askaris, but when he entered Portuguese East Africa on 25 November 1917 von Lettow-Vorbeck had unavoidably sent home more than 1,000 soldiers for whom he no longer had weapons or ammunition, which left him with just 300 Germans and 1,700 Askaris for the year-long campaign to November 1918.

Returning to German East Africa across the Rovuma on 28 September 1918, the Schutztruppen struck into Rhodesia, attacking opportunity targets as they presented themselves. On 13 November, even though the guns had at last fallen silent in Europe two days earlier, von Lettow-Vorbeck occupied the town of Kasama, hastily vacated by the British.61 Subsequently, he moved west, striking towards Katanga. He eventually reached the River Chambesi on 14 November, where he was finally made aware of the Armistice by a British magistrate who appeared under a white flag. Having agreed the ceasefire, von Lettow-Vorbeck’s remaining 30 German officers, 125 German NCOs and other ranks, 1,168 Askaris and about 3,500 porters marched north to Abercorn (Mbala) in Rhodesia, where they surrendered on 23 November 1918. In practice, when the Armistice was declared in 1918 von Lettow-Vorbeck remained undefeated, and therefore he quite appropriately ‘put himself at the disposal’ of the senior British officer in the area rather than formally surrendering. This nicety underlined and reflected absolutely the widely held opinion on all sides that von Lettow-Vorbeck’s hard-fought campaign had been conducted throughout in a gentlemanly and honourable fashion, and entirely in accordance with the accepted rules of warfare.62

Von Lettow-Vorbeck’s military success and the manner in which he achieved it was duly recognized by a victory parade in Berlin when he finally returned home on 2 March 1919. On that occasion, mounted on a black charger, he led some 144 German European members of the Schutztruppen63 – some in sun helmets and all wearing the faded and well-worn uniforms they had used in East Africa – along the Unter den Linden, through the Brandenburg Gate, to the acclamation of an enthusiastic Berlin crowd.

However, despite his steady succession of minor and occasionally larger and more significant victories against vastly superior numbers, the constrained overall scale and strategic impact of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s campaign meant that it was something of a sideshow compared with the clash of titans taking place on the Western Front, in Russia and elsewhere from 1915 as the war assumed an increasingly global perspective.

6. THE DARDANELLES, MESOPOTAMIA AND PALESTINE, 1915–1916, AND THE MIDDLE EAST, 1917–1918

On 14 November 1914, speaking in the Ottoman empire’s capital, Constantinople, the Sheikh-ul-Islam ordered all Muslims to take up arms against Britain, France, Russia, Serbia and Montenegro in an Islamic holy war or jihad. This declaration made Turkey’s early involvement in the war virtually inevitable. However, this Islamic call to arms had origins that were by no means exclusively Islamic, as Kaiser Wilhelm II had enjoyed a close relationship with various Muslim leaders and prominent citizens of parts of the Ottoman empire ever since a highly successful visit to Damascus and Jerusalem in 1898. The Kaiser’s own enthusiasm for the ceremonial and martial displays typical of that region of the Middle East were reciprocated, and there he had become known as ‘Hajji’ Wilhelm, with ‘Hajji’ usually indicating successful completion of a pilgrimage to Mecca.

Consequently, when war broke out in 1914, the Kaiser perceived that his influence and potential allies within the Muslim world could be particularly useful in curbing British military involvement on the Western Front and worldwide by ensuring that British imperial forces in India, Egypt and elsewhere were fully engaged in secondary or diversionary campaigns. As early as 30 July 1914, Wilhelm declared, ‘Now this entire structure [of the British empire] must be ruthlessly exposed and the mask of Christian peacefulness be publicly torn away ... Our [German] consuls in Turkey and India, our agents, etc., must rouse the whole Muslim world into wild rebellion against this hateful, mendacious, unprincipled nation of shopkeepers; if we are going to shed our blood, England must at least lose India.’64 While this statement was occasioned by the Kaiser’s anger concerning British warnings about Germany’s increasingly belligerent posturing that July, it none the less indicated a strategic course of action potentially beneficial to Germany that also found favour with von Moltke and the general staff – one that might be carried forward at minimal cost to Germany and the army by Turkey taking on the lion’s share of the fighting in that region, which would also bolster Austria-Hungary and add much weight to the balance of forces on the Eastern Front.

Logic suggested that Turkish interests would have been best served by the government adopting neutral status, for many of its regional interests were arguably more closely aligned with those of Britain and France (if not those of Russia, which Turkey had long regarded as a potential foe) than those of Germany. However, events both within Turkey and beyond conspired to bring the Ottoman Empire into the war as a German ally. These included the existence of a strongly nationalistic and military-led Turkish government, as well as continued German diplomatic pressure and direct involvement in modernizing the pre-war Turkish army. In addition, British government action to seize two Turkish warships under construction in British shipyards in July 1914, as well as the Royal Navy blockade of the eastern Mediterranean (established after two German cruisers managed to escape into the Sea of Marmara and subsequently join the Turkish fleet at Constantinople), together precipitated the Ottoman empire’s entry into the war on 29 October 1914, when a Turkish-German naval force bombarded the Russian Black Sea ports.
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Once committed to the conflict, the Turkish army became progressively embroiled in the operations and campaigns in the Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, Palestine and the wider Middle East – eventually suffering a decisive defeat at the hands of the British imperial forces at the end of four years of fighting in October 1918. The German army’s direct involvement in this region and these campaigns was generally small, being confined mainly to various types of support, training tasks, command and control, and the provision of military advisers and technical specialists, as well as senior German officers to serve as chiefs of staff to Turkish commanders, and even to take overall command of a few specific groups of Turkish military forces. Consequently, while not discounting the importance of these campaigns in the overall story of the war, their place lies beyond an account dealing specifically with the German army in World War I.

A small number of German army units supported Turkish army operations, such as the artillery batteries deployed to the Dardanelles, but generally the Turkish government did not welcome the presence of such forces, while what was seen as the appointment of disproportionate numbers of German officers to fill key staff posts was positively resented by some Turkish officers. In 1916 some 200 German officers filled posts in the Turkish army, and just a year later the number had risen to 800. In the Palestine–Mesopotamia theatre of operations there were 65 German officers in staff appointments, in stark contrast to just nine Turkish staff officers.65 In addition to officers, a sizeable number of German other ranks – mainly warrant officers and NCOs – served with the Turkish army in technical posts and as advisers and instructors. Among the several German senior officers who were involved in the development of the Turkish army and who also commanded Ottoman forces at the highest level were Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Leopold Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, Generalleutnant Otto Viktor Karl Liman von Sanders and General der Infanterie Erich Georg Anton Sebastian von Falkenhayn (who also served as chief of the army general staff during 1914–16).

Generalfeldmarschall von der Goltz (1843–1916) began his military career as an officer in the Prussian 5th Regiment of Infantry in 1861, subsequently seeing action during the Austro-Prussian War in 1866 and as a staff officer during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1. His intellectual and analytical qualities as a writer and military historian resulted in various instructional and academic posts in the army’s military academies and with the general staff, as well as regimental duty. Then, in the aftermath of Turkey’s defeat in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–8, the Ottoman ruler Sultan Abdul Hamid II sought German assistance to restructure and modernize the Ottoman forces so that that they would be able to counter any future threat posed by Russia, and in 1884 von der Goltz was appointed military adviser to the Sultan in order to carry out this work. He served in that capacity until 1896, effecting considerable changes and significant improvements to the Turkish army, earning the respect both of the Ottoman leadership and of the troops he advised and trained, so that in 1895 he was recognized as a Mushir (field marshal) within the Ottoman forces. The evidence of his accomplishments came with Turkish success against the Greeks in the Greco-Turkish War of 1897. Although finally promoted Generalfeldmarschall and retired in 1911, von der Goltz was recalled to active duty in 1914, serving as military governor of Belgium (where his harsh policies concerning reprisals and the punishment of saboteurs brought him some notoriety66) before returning to Constantinople and to the Ottoman forces in 1915 as military aide to Sultan Mehmed V. In Turkey he joined Generalleutnant von Sanders, who had been head of Germany’s military mission (the same appointment that had been occupied by von der Goltz in 1884–96) since December 1913, but who in early 1915 was commanding the Ottoman Fifth Army with responsibility for defending the Dardanelles area, which included the Gallipoli peninsula. Predictably perhaps, given von der Goltz’s previous extensive involvement with the Ottoman army, there was a certain amount of friction between these competent and professional officers. However, von der Goltz was also viewed with suspicion by some in the Ottoman government. In mid-October 1915 these matters were resolved more or less satisfactorily when von der Goltz was appointed to command the Ottoman Fifth Army in Mesopotamia. There he successfully fought a British imperial army, pursuing it to Kut al-Amara and then besieging the town and forcing its eventual capitulation in late April 1916. However, von der Goltz did not live to witness his victory at Kut. He died in Baghdad on 19 April 1916 ostensibly of typhus, although it was also suggested that he had been poisoned by the Turks.

With the importance of the Black Sea ports self-evident, the imminent threat to the Dardanelles from Allied naval and seaborne forces was clearly identified early in 1915. Von Sanders had little more than one month in which to prepare defences that would deny Anglo-French naval forces safe passage into the Sea of Marmara and thus to Constantinople and the Black Sea beyond. The Ottoman Fifth Army that von Sanders commanded comprised six divisions organized within two corps (III and XV Corps), although one of these divisions was deployed to the north of the Gallipoli peninsula under operational control of the Ottoman First Army. When it first deployed to positions on the peninsula the Fifth Army amounted to about 84,000 soldiers, all of whom were well trained and had the best equipment then available to the Ottoman forces, making this the Ottoman Empire’s premier military force.

The composition of this formidable force may have been overwhelmingly Turkish, but the importance Germany attached to denying the Allies access to the Dardanelles and the Black Sea was reinforced by the considerable pioneer (engineer) and other support provided to the Ottoman troops, together with tactical direction and advice down to regimental level, and sometimes below this level in technical arms such as the artillery. As US ambassador to the Ottoman Empire Henry Morgenthau observed during a visit to the Dardanelles defences in early 1915, ‘The officers were practically all Germans and everywhere Germans were building buttresses with sacks of sand and in other ways strengthening the emplacements.’67 Under von Sanders’ direction, roads were constructed, and barbed-wire obstacles were established on the beaches, complemented by large numbers of makeshift mines made from torpedo-heads. Lines of trenches and well dug-in gun emplacements appeared directly overlooking the beaches and to their flanks, while fleets of small boats were assembled to move troops and equipment to and fro across the narrows. At the same time, von Sanders paid due attention to the general alertness, health and physical well-being of troops unavoidably required to man the defensive positions for weeks on end, with long route-marches and other physical activities regularly programmed to maintain their physical fitness.

Having failed to force a passage by naval action alone during February and March 1915, Allied forces – including the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) – eventually landed in strength at Cape Helles on 25 April 1915, and so began the eight-month Gallipoli campaign. Despite successive assaults by the Allied troops and much hard fighting during the next four months, they failed to dislodge the Turkish soldiers from their positions on the high ground. A second Allied landing at Suvla Bay on 6 August, which was later reinforced by a further three British divisions, culminated with a final assault on 21 August but again met fierce Turkish resistance and made little headway before finally stalling. With some fifteen Ottoman divisions now opposing them in the Dardanelles area, disease and other illnesses taking their toll, and the onset of rain, snow and frostbite in late November, the Allies no longer had any realistic prospect of winning control of the heights. Accordingly, they began evacuating the peninsula during December, finally completing this operation successfully on 9 January 1916. Despite their defeat, the Allies suffered fewer casualties overall than their opponents: between April 1915 and January 1916 they sustained some 141,092 casualties (59 per cent of the force engaged) with 44,092 killed, while the Ottoman forces suffered 251,309 casualties (60 per cent of the defending forces) with 86,692 killed.

While the Allied failure at the Dardanelles was in large part due to inept planning, poor inter-service cooperation and flawed leadership at the highest level, the key part played by von Sanders in achieving a Turkish victory was undeniable. Not only were his overall operational plan and conduct of the defence correct, but his preparation, direction and ongoing training of the Ottoman forces engaged were critical to the Ottoman success. At the same time, his close personal knowledge and judgement of the professional ability of his Turkish commanders proved crucial when he promoted Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal (later to be the founder and first president of the Republic of Turkey) to command the Turkish 19th Division, which successfully held the ridge line above the first landings and was instrumental in forestalling an Allied success on 25 April and during the days and weeks thereafter.

Remaining with the Ottoman forces throughout the war, von Sanders was appointed overall commander of the Ottoman army fighting against the British imperial forces in the Sinai and Palestine in 1918. He replaced General der Infanterie von Falkenhayn, whose Yildirim (Thunderbolt) Army Group had suffered significant defeats at Gaza and Jerusalem at the hands of British imperial forces commanded by General Sir Edmund Allenby in late 1917. Since the days of the Dardanelles campaign and command of the Fifth Army, von Sanders found that the capability of the Ottoman troops he now commanded had deteriorated during four years of warfare: an increasing incidence of disease and desertion, as well as diminishing supplies of food and other resources were all factors affecting the army’s strength and overall effectiveness. Consequently he had little option other than to adopt a defensive posture based upon Megiddo, about 170 kilometres south-west of Damascus, and await the Allied attack – one that would enjoy the air superiority that the British and Australian military air services had achieved in Palestine and Mesopotamia by 1918. In August 1918 von Sanders’ Yildirim Army Group comprised the Ottoman Fourth, Seventh and Eighth Armies, with an operational reserve of two German army regiments and two understrength Ottoman cavalry divisions. The main combat strength of the army group was its 40,598 infantrymen, manning some 273 light machine-guns and 696 medium and heavy machine-guns, while the army group’s artillery support amounted to some 402 guns. A scattering of support units, depot regiments and line-of-communications troops lay in the rear area and could have little or no effect upon the coming battle. Lack of reliable intelligence about the Allied deployment and intentions meant that von Sanders had necessarily to extend his own forces on a long and thinly-held frontage.

The blow finally fell on 19 September, when General Allenby’s Allied Egyptian Expeditionary Force68 launched its offensive after several months of preparation, triggering a series of related battles that continued until 25 September. In summary, diversionary attacks were mounted against the Ottoman rear areas by Arab irregular units, while British and Indian infantry overran the Ottoman right flank positions after a short but heavy artillery bombardment. Indian and Australian mounted divisions then rode through this breach to capture communication centres deep in the Ottoman rear areas, while British and Australian aircraft neutralized the Ottoman headquarters by bombardment and machine-gun fire and attacked Ottoman troops attempting to avoid encirclement. With the Ottoman armies west of the Jordan destroyed, Allied mounted troops and Arab insurgent units advanced to Damascus, forcing the remnants of the Yilderim Army Group back to Aleppo. It was at this point that the campaign in Palestine effectively came to an end. During the retreat from Megiddo, von Sanders was almost captured by British troops. He was succeeded as commander of the now largely defunct Yildirim Army Group by his protegé of April 1914, Mustafa Kemal,69 but by now the war was almost over.

In order to deal with the contribution made to the campaign in this region by the third German officer of note, General der Infanterie von Falkenhayn, it is necessary to return to May 1917. This was the month in which von Falkenhayn arrived in the Middle East. Prior to that, following his replacement as chief of the general staff by von Hindenburg in August 1916, he had served as an army commander in Romania, where he had been instrumental in the capture of Bucharest on 6 December. Von Falkenhayn arrived in the region shortly before the Allies launched a new offensive with the aim of capturing Jerusalem by Christmas 1917, at which stage the British commander, General Allenby, was also newly arrived in the theatre. In Palestine, von Falkenhayn’s task was to direct the Ottoman forces then holding positions centred upon the fortifications at Beersheba and Gaza, where British imperial troops had earlier been halted by the Turks in the first and second Battles of Gaza on 26 March and 17–19 April respectively (these Ottoman successes being due in large part to their German chief of staff, General Friedrich Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein, whose early service had been as a military engineer). Von Falkenhayn’s initial thinking reflected his experience in Europe rather than a proper understanding of the desert regions of the Middle East. He proposed a coordinated, broadly-based offensive to enable the recapture of Baghdad, with the grouping of all of the Ottoman forces in the Palestine (Gaza), the Sinai (Arabia) and Mesopotamia theatres under his sole command, thus creating a German supreme headquarters in all but name. These proposals not only overestimated the Turkish army’s fighting capacity by 1917 but also sidelined and antagonized the Turks as well as irritating many German officers who had already served with the Ottoman forces for several years in some cases.

In any event, von Falkenhayn’s subsequent actions were eventually driven by the Allies rather than by any new German grand strategy. On 22 October British imperial forces occupied Karm, successfully deceived the Ottoman high command into believing that Gaza was their main objective, and then attacked Beersheba on 31 October, forcing an Ottoman withdrawal into the hills to the north of the town. What became the third Battle of Gaza was preceded by the war’s heaviest Allied artillery bombardment outside Europe. Hard fighting continued during the following week, but on 7 November von Falkenhayn was obliged to abandon the new defensive line and withdraw again. The army did so in good order, its rearguard units defeating several Allied attempts to turn the pursuit into a rout. On 12 November four divisions of the Ottoman Eighth Army launched a spirited counter-attack between Jaffa and Jerusalem, but this was held by units of predominantly Australian troops. Over the next week the Ottoman forces continued to withdraw, suffering a series of defeats, being forced to abandon Jaffa and adopt new positions in the Judaean hills close to Jerusalem. By 14 November von Falkenhayn’s forces had withdrawn almost 100 kilometres, suffering heavy casualties, losing at least 100 artillery guns and with more than 10,000 men taken prisoner. Although the Ottoman forces continued to fight, the final outcome was inevitable. The final defence of Jerusalem was conducted from 26 to 30 December, but this was largely academic by then, as the city itself had already been evacuated by the Ottoman forces and was occupied by British imperial forces on 9 December. Von Falkenhayn was recalled to Germany in February 1918, at which point he was replaced by Generalleutnant von Sanders, whose subsequent activities as overall commander of the Ottoman forces in Palestine and the Sinai were described earlier. Von Sanders was the last German officer to command these forces.

So it was that the Ottoman authorities increasingly abrogated responsibility for command of the Ottoman forces at the highest level to German officers. This policy ultimately failed to deliver a victory to the Central Powers in the Middle East, while at the same time it fomented considerable dissatisfaction on the part of the many Turkish officers who were marginalized and whose professional ability was implicitly diminished by this decision.

7. THE WESTERN FRONT, 1915–1918

Germany had much cause to celebrate its victories on the Eastern Front during the late summer and autumn of 1914, but on the Western Front its soldiers were facing a very different situation. There the north–south systems of trenches that had been carved across much of eastern France and north-west Belgium were fast assuming a permanence that was very far removed from the concept of manoeuvre warfare for which von Schlieffen, von Moltke and the general staff had originally planned. As 1914 drew to a close, the first snows of winter drifted across the early battlefields of northern and eastern France, falling upon the Feldgrau-clad soldiers in their newly-dug emplacements in Flanders, on the Somme and the Aisne. This prompted an increasing number of officers in the general staff and high command to contemplate the unwelcome possibility that the army might now be committed to a potentially lengthy and very different sort of war on the Western Front. During the following months these same officers, and those they commanded, would also realize that this new conflict in the west would be dominated by defensive rather than offensive operations, and by technology, industrial power and logistics rather than by the traditional professionalism, courage, discipline and esprit de corps of the German officers and soldiers.

As the winter snowfalls of December 1914 and January 1915 began to melt, much of the vast network of trenches became waterlogged and the landscape was transformed into a sea of mud. These tracts of brown liquid were punctuated by deeper, darker waters where shell holes had become entirely inundated. Many of the earthworks constructed after the withdrawal from the Marne in 1914 soon became minor waterways, with great quantities of revetting, duckboards and sandbags being put in place to shore up or improve these older trenches. Everywhere, miles of dense and already rusting concentrations of coiled barbed wire, wire entanglements and barbed-wire fencing stretched before the trenches in no-man’s-land, showing all too clearly that the Schlieffen Plan had run its course in the west, with the broad lines that both sides would occupy until 1918 all but set.

The general staff was now faced with a war on two fronts, a situation that the high command had consistently sought to avoid. This was in spite of the telling defeat inflicted on the Russians in September 1914 and the conquest of an important part of eastern France, including several strategically important industrial areas. At the same time, the army’s core doctrine for manoeuvre warfare, emphasizing the primacy of the offensive, was now neither applicable nor practicable. Consequently, at the beginning of 1915 the chief of the army general staff, General der Infanterie Erich von Falkenhayn,70 had little choice but to order the army to adopt a defensive posture in the west while simultaneously seeking a total victory in the east – the strategic concept that von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had applied on a much smaller operational scale at Tannenberg. If successful, this strategy would in due course permit German divisions opposing the Russians in the east to redeploy to the Western Front to decide the war against Britain and France. As ever, this strategy depended upon the German railway network and its continued efficient management in support of the army, which permitted the movement of units, formations and reserves quickly and with relative ease between the two major fronts in the east and west.

Thus the war fought by the German army on the Western Front for the next three years focused upon the need to hold the ground it currently occupied, to counter any Anglo-French offensives and at all costs to prevent an Anglo-French breakthrough. It is both understandable and not unreasonable to say that events on the Western Front dominated public awareness of the conflict in Germany, just as they did in France, Britain and much of the wider British empire. It was on this front that the army’s war began in 1914 and ended in 1918.71 It was there that the German army once again confronted its traditional enemy and continental rival, France. It was against the French army and the BEF that Germany deployed its strongest armies in 1914, subsequently being forced to maintain very large forces in the west after the withdrawal to the Aisne to hold the line and counterbalance the ever-growing numbers of Anglo-French forces, as well as the newly arrived US forces from 1917. It was in the barren wasteland of mud, blood and detritus of Flanders and eastern France that the army suffered some of its greatest casualties, amid levels of human and matériel destruction, frustration, hardship, terror and tragedy that day after day regularly exceeded those experienced by German soldiers serving on any other front. Consequently, images of trench warfare on the Western Front have symbolized and (in the minds of many) characterized World War I for almost a century, frequently to the exclusion of an awareness of the fighting that took place on other fronts.

While the strategic importance of the outcome of the war in the west was absolutely decisive, the lack of strategic movement or tangible operational advantage gained between January 1915 and the end of 1917 is striking. The human cost of the great battles at Ypres (1915 and 1917), Artois, Champagne and Loos (1915), Verdun (1916), the Somme (1916), Arras (1917), Passchendaele (1917) and Cambrai (1917) are undeniable, but they hardly altered the course of the war. The stalemate that emerged at the end of 1914 assumed an ever-increasing permanence. Indeed, until the end of 1917 the Franco-British forces failed to eject the Germans from any of the French and Belgian territory that they occupied at the end of 1914, and so it may be postulated that the German army on the Western Front was entirely successful in its strategic mission of holding in the west while defeating the Russians in the east. Not until 1918 did the war on the Western Front finally take a new course with the release of formations from the Eastern Front at last opening up the prospect of offensive action. But by then the army and the German nation had endured three years of strategic stagnation and pervasive, grinding attrition, with manpower and matériel resources already stretched to the limit in much of the field army as well as on the home front.
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Despite the declared strategy of conducting a holding action in the west in order to achieve a decisive victory on the Eastern Front, the army still regularly carried out offensive operations at the tactical level through much of 1915, including counterattacks to regain lost ground. Successive large-scale Anglo-French offensives foundered in the face of German firepower and counterattacks – the frontline reverted to stalemate, with any residual aspirations on the part of the general staff to regain the strategic advantage or reopen a war of manoeuvre consistently frustrated.

When von Falkenhayn ordered the army to adopt a primarily defensive posture from 1915, he anticipated that its troops on the Western Front would benefit from this while at the same time it would enable the army to conduct manoeuvre warfare on other fronts, notably against Russia in the east. However, this strategy still required significant offensive actions from time to time in order to maintain the security of the frontline. Typically, such actions sought to pre-empt Allied attacks and neutralize or destroy entire parts of the Anglo-French forces (as at Verdun during 1916), regain lost ground through local counterattacks, or to dominate ground deemed vital to the security of parts of the line. Supporting offensive operations are always an essential part of an effective defensive posture. Although von Falkenhayn’s strategy sat uneasily with a generation of commanders and general staff officers raised to expect the optimistic outcomes anticipated in the Schlieffen Plan, the pragmatic rationale for this revised strategy was undeniable. However, in 1916 its human cost on the Western Front escalated significantly.

Between 21 February and 18 December 1916, the German army lost 434,000 men during its attempt to destroy the French army at Verdun and a further 500,000 while countering the Franco-British attack at the Somme in July that year. Although the French lost more than 500,000 at Verdun and the British and French together sustained another 600,000 casualties on the Somme, the frontline positions remained largely unchanged. Inevitably, such high casualty figures attracted some telling criticism of von Falkenhayn’s strategic direction – but most significantly it was the Kaiser’s growing view that his chief of the general staff’s strategy had been largely discredited, and by the late summer of 1916 he had lost confidence in von Falkenhayn. As a result, on 29 August 1916, von Hindenburg replaced him, and Ludendorff was appointed quartermaster general (deputy chief of the general staff). The high command accepted that while a war of attrition would unavoidably characterize the fighting well into 1917, the impact of this should be mitigated as far as possible by avoiding large-scale offensives until forces from the Eastern Front became available for the army to mount the decisive offensive on the Western Front. At the same time, every available measure was to be taken to forestall or defeat offensives by the Anglo-French forces. Limited local attacks, trench raids, active patrolling, and the development and use of specialist assault units such as the Stoßtruppen, were some of the ways in which the army sought to maintain its offensive capability and mindset in an operational environment that was indisputably defensive in nature.

In particular, the fighting on the Somme and at Verdun in 1916 shaped the army’s future operational doctrine for the Western Front, and between autumn that year and the spring of 1917 it adopted a much more flexible approach based upon a newly developed doctrine entitled Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Positional Warfare, which was formally promulgated on 1 December 1916.72 The former maxim that ‘ground must be held at all costs’ was superseded by a doctrine calling for flexible and more imaginative forms of defence, with defensive positions sited in considerable depth and designed not only to stop an attacker but also to draw him into killing areas in which he would be forced to expend his manpower and resources while the defending troops preserved their own.

The doctrine propounded in Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Positional Warfare divided the battle area into an outpost zone, a battle or fighting zone (within which it was intended that the main defensive line would be held or regained) and a rear, or depth zone. This concept involved networks of interlinked well-constructed fortifications and trenches closely coordinated with defensive positions sited in considerable depth. To support these positions and exploit tactical opportunities as they presented themselves, fast-moving reserves and counterattack forces were created to deal speedily with an enemy attack or penetration. In addition, as far as practicable, the battle zone was designed so that it could not be observed directly by enemy artillery observers. This form of warfare would have been an anathema for the general staff during the pre-war years and in 1914 and 1915, but by early 1917 the high command and general staff genuinely believed it had developed an appropriate doctrine for the successful conduct of such defensive operations in the future. Even so, the concept and desirability of Bewungskrieg (war of movement) remained deeply ingrained in the German military consciousness.73

By emphasizing the aggressive nature of the type of defence set out in Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Positional Warfare the army also sought to mitigate the potentially negative and debilitating effects of trench warfare upon the hundreds of thousands of soldiers who unavoidably inhabited a subterranean existence for weeks and months on end. To varying degrees and at every level of command, such high-level strategic and operational decisions and policies shaped and determined the German soldier’s existence, daily routine and whole way of life on the Western Front as he adapted – often with considerable alacrity – to the particular needs and changing nature of the trench warfare to which he had become irrevocably committed by 1915.

8. TRENCH WARFARE, 1915–1917

The trench systems of 1915, 1916 and early 1917 became increasingly sophisticated as time, the lack of any significant advances or withdrawals and lengthy periods of inactivity allowed the soldiers abundant opportunities to improve the environment in which they lived and fought. Emplacements were routinely dug to depths of ten or twelve metres and included command and observation posts, bombardment shelters, sniper, machine-gun and sentry positions and suchlike, as well as field kitchens, medical aid posts and all manner of storage facilities (including often large quantities of ammunition and explosives). In early 1915 a typical basic dugout or shelter was constructed up to one metre wide (but no wider, in order to minimize the consequences of a direct hit by a shell), their sides reinforced with planks, and with a roof constructed of logs surmounted by three to four metres of earth, and finally a layer of earth mixed with straw.74 There were also chambers or rooms for resting, sleeping and eating, many of which were developed to remarkable levels of innovation and relative comfort behind the front-line trenches; such innovative and elaborate constructions often appeared in the second and third-line trench systems of quieter sectors too. In 1916 Victor Archard, a soldier of C Company, Heavy Branch of the British Machine-Gun Corps, and some of his comrades took the opportunity to investigate a recently captured German dugout ‘No 34A’ on the Western Front, where they found:


It was entered by between twenty-five and thirty stairs, boarded above and on the sides. The stairs gave place to a landing, then a sharp turn and an ascent of about nine steps. The first room contained a table, chairs, lamp, shelves and a large clock, while an exit led from the opposite wall. The room was papered and evidently well kept. From the middle of either side a passage led to a kitchen and store respectively, while the passages were of sufficient width to allow bunks with spring mattresses to be erected. On these beds were numerous expensive valises and new uniforms, also ammunition, tins of dubbin [waterproofing dressing for boots], boot polish etc. One bunk contained a dead German who had probably been killed there, or had crawled there to die. In the stores were several cases of lager beer and mineral waters, and a fair quantity of tinned meat of superior quality. There were also supplies of matches, some cigars and various articles of kit.75



The same year, Lieutenant Carrol Whiteside of the 7th Battalion of the British army’s Border Regiment recorded his visit to a German brigade commander’s dugout in Fricourt Wood, when he observed that, ‘The place was sixty feet beneath the surface, down a steep flight of steps all boarded on the walls and roof and moreover distempered white. There were about eight fair-sized rooms, including an orderly room and servants’ rooms.’76 On 29 November 1914, German gunner Herbert Sulzbach of the 2nd Battalion of the 77th Field Artillery Regiment, XIX Corps, wrote in his diary that, after a month occupying them, the dugouts of his battery in the area of Armentières had ‘tables and stoves and one even has a piano in it.’77

While all sides engaged on the Western Front exhibited great ingenuity and skill in developing their defences, it is probably true to say that the German defensive positions of 1916 and 1917 achieved a greater degree of permanence and sophistication than those occupied by the Anglo-French troops. In part this reflected the general staff’s new commitment to a defensive strategy, with the German troops required primarily to hold the line in the west while their comrades on the Eastern Front dealt with the Russians. For the French and British governments however, nothing less than a capitulation and the removal of the German army from France and Belgium would do, which in turn meant that the French and British forces were necessarily committed to offensive action to break the stalemate.78

As the two accounts above indicate, the German dugouts were regularly excavated deep underground, often accessed via stairways or ladders, all served by a network of interconnected communication trenches, pathways and tunnels. These routes gave ready access to the frontline defensive positions as well as providing a multiplicity of exits, escape routes, ventilation shafts and so on – making it possible for individuals and groups of men to move easily and quickly from position to position was one of the highest priorities. Many of these earthworks were set so far underground that even the heaviest shells could not affect them. There was a disadvantage to this, however, due to the time that it might take to get to the surface in case of an alarm, with as many as forty steps sometimes being the principal means of access to a relatively unsophisticated dugout, with the way into some others being described as the equivalent of ‘the stairs of a four-storeyed house’. Electric light illuminated most of these underground caverns, and telephone cables linked them with other positions in the line. Extensive revetting, concreting, floorboards, duckboards, ladders and stairways all added to the security and comfort of the thousands of men for whom the trenches had become their home. Barbed wire was laid to a width of 50 metres in front of the German trenches, and wooden knife-rest barriers (comprising a horizontal beam supported by a cross-piece at each end) laced with barbed wire were set across every approach route. Forward outposts and machine-guns covered every area from which an enemy patrol or larger-scale attack might approach, while along the front many hundreds of sentries were constantly on alert. This defensive shield led Ernst Jünger to describe everyday life in the trenches as ‘splendid days when, as a young officer, one could venture to sleep in pyjamas, and the automatic that lay to hand beside the ash-tray was only used when it was desired to break the monotony by going on patrol’, while, ‘one could traverse one’s whole front like a mole without once coming to the surface’.79

Inevitably, the static nature and intermittent tempo of operations on the Western Front involved long periods of inactivity and monotony, but this in turn produced masterpieces of creativity as the soldiers constantly improved their living arrangements. Individual sleeping bays, wood-panelled walls, shelves, basic furniture, ‘pictures in colour from [the magazine] Jugend’, doors, curtains and suchlike were but a few of the more straightforward refinements that proliferated in the earthworks just behind the forward lines. So-called ‘trench art’ also became popular, with expended bullets and the brass cases of bullets and shells turned into matchbox covers, pens, cigarette lighters, ash trays, pipe cleaners and letter openers. During long hours spent in the trenches officers and soldiers also produced carved sets of chequers (draughts), dominoes and chess pieces, other board games, sketches and paintings, all sorts of carved wooden and metal souvenirs, models of military aircraft, guns and vehicles, as well as children’s toys. Meanwhile, hygiene, de-lousing and trying to keep body, clothing and equipment clean while in the trenches presented a constant battle – one frequently lost on a day-to-day basis, although units in the line usually managed to provide the soldiers with an opportunity to clean up, bathe, or at least have a proper wash with hot water somewhere to the rear of the front line every ten days or so.

At the same time the risks inherent in occupying such well-made dugouts set deep underground became very evident, as many of the obstacles erected in no-man’s-land when the lines were first established were gradually fragmented or destroyed by artillery and machine-gun fire, with little prospect of repairing or replacing them due to that same fire. In theory, no-man’s-land was an open space separating the two armies, but in many cases both lines of trenches were linked by communication trenches, saps (earthworks designed to undermine those of the enemy), tunnels and excavations dug in earlier times. In addition, where the lines might have moved a few hundred metres east or west, the residual earthworks that had originally been entirely within one side’s defences were sometimes left straddling no-man’s-land, with parts of that trench system now occupied by both sides. Virtually any of these dual-owned, old, redundant or disused trenches could provide routes by which a small number of attackers could infiltrate into the opposing side’s main trench system, and such considerations prompted the German army’s ‘front fighters’ on the Western Front to modify their tactics, weapons and equipment accordingly.

With the passage of time, both sides became technologically more innovative, as well as more aggressive and daring in their patrolling activities. As the tactics of trench warfare changed and the technology of death and destruction advanced, so the grenades of the trench raiders, the clouds of poison gas, the fire of flamethrowers, and the burning phosphorous of artillery shells and bombs took an ever greater toll of those troops who, while largely secure from artillery bombardment in their underground fortresses, were nevertheless unable to reach the surface in time to repel a surprise attack or trench raid, or to escape the noxious effects of gas or fire. Accordingly, the German high command eventually directed that forward trenches and dugouts were to be no deeper underground than two metres, thereby accepting the likelihood of greater casualties from artillery and mortar bombardment while reducing the risks of a surprise attack and of mass casualties underground caused by gas or flame. In recognition of the reduced level of protection such forward trenches would afford, they were provided with two-man ‘Siegfried shelters’ – semicircular holes dug into the side of the trench and extending some three metres, with a curved, corrugated iron roof supporting up to two metres of overhead protection. They gave the front-line troops some protection from artillery bombardment but virtually none from a direct hit and little if any from a shell landing within the trench close to the shelter.

Slightly forward of the main trench or built into its side were the observation, sentry and sniper positions, these often protected by steel plates into which loopholes had been set. The practice of occupying such positions well forward of the main trench line and accessed by a buried sap or tunnel was largely abandoned during the first year of the war because their isolation and vulnerability outweighed their ability to provide early warning of an attack. Even when they were located close to the main trench line, these positions were dangerously exposed. More often than not they lacked any sort of overhead cover apart maybe from a sheet of canvas or possibly a few pieces of wood to protect the occupants from some of the worst ravages of the sun in summer and the snow and rain in winter.

Although a post-winter thaw or heavy rainfall usually affected the forward positions more than those sited farther to the rear (i.e., in depth), inundations of the trenches were always thoroughly demoralizing. Carefully constructed and otherwise apparently sound earthworks were undermined and collapsed, dissolving into a mixture of mud, bits of timber and lumps of chalk or stone. At the same time, seemingly unstoppable rivers of mud and water flowed freely along walkways and into dugouts, stores and sleeping bays. These torrents frequently disinterred corpses hastily buried after earlier battles as well as uncovering the mouldering bodies of long-lost soldiers posted as missing in action weeks, months and even years before. Meanwhile, the countless shell holes and craters that pock-marked the battlefield rapidly filled with water, several of these often coalescing into great expanses of filthy, muddy water. Every one represented a potential death trap for any soldier or horse unlucky or careless enough to fall into its unfathomable depths.

Inevitably the years of trench warfare prompted many technological innovations, improved and new weapons, while tactical developments influenced specific events and tactical engagements to varying degrees. Probably no more than two of these new weapons truly had the potential to unlock the stalemate on the Western Front – poison gas, used by the German army in 1915, and tanks, deployed by the British from 1916. However, apart from facilitating some tactical successes, the army’s deployment of poison gas against Franco-Algerian and British troops in April and May 1915 simply heralded the arrival of an additional threat and new form of unpleasantness for those soldiering on the Western Front80 during the months and years that followed. The tank was a British invention, with its first appearance from 1916 and then in greater numbers in 1917 eventually making a major contribution to breaking the stalemate on the Western Front. The failure of the Germans to develop and exploit this particular weapon early enough meant that its battlefield success advantaged the Allies rather than the Germans and the other Central Powers.

9. POISON GAS AND THE SECOND BATTLE OF YPRES, APRIL TO MAY 1915

The periods of intense combat at Ypres in April and during May 1915 represented the only major offensive against the Allies that year, with the Ypres salient also the first place at which the army supported its attacks with the use of poison gas.81 However, the series of attacks at Ypres were carried out at a time when the strategic emphasis was on the Eastern Front, with an acceptance by the general staff that a decisive breakthrough on the Western Front was unlikely to be achieved before the war against the Russians had been decided. Consequently the army in the west was inadequately prepared to exploit the potentially enormous strategic advantage of its first use of poison gas.

At dawn on 15 April 1915 four divisions of the German Fourth Army were concealed in battle positions to the north of the eight-kilometre bulge of the Ypres salient, ready to launch what was at that time an unprecedented type of assault – the infantry would advance behind an air-borne cloud of asphyxiating poisonous chlorine gas. Facing the Germans in the Allied trenches to the south-west were two divisions of French and Franco-Algerian troops, who were flanked by Canadian and British units. The general staff had identified the Ypres salient as the best place to carry out this first operational use of air-borne poison gas, part of the Fourth Army’s remit being to prove the practicality, impact and potential effectiveness of poison gas as a support weapon. One drawback of gas was quickly identified when unfavourable wind conditions on 15 April and during the next few days led to the attack being postponed no less than three times. Finally, on the sunny morning of Thursday 22 April with a light breeze blowing into the Ypres salient from the north, the order was given for a fourth attempt to commence late that afternoon, preceded by heavy artillery bombardments during the morning and immediately before the gas attack. Final preparations were made to the 5,700 canisters containing 168 tons of chlorine gas already positioned well forward ready for use.

At 17.00 hours an apparently innocuous greenish-yellow cloud of vapour – carried slowly south on the gentle breeze – drifted towards the French sentries in their trenches. The artillery bombardments had alerted these troops to the likelihood of an attack, and their initial reaction to the semi-opaque cloud moving towards them was that it simply concealed an advance by the German infantry. As a result, the unsuspecting French infantrymen manned their fire positions and prepared to repel a conventional assault. However, just a few minutes later these men had inhaled the noxious vapour and were retching, coughing, temporarily blinded or choking to death as their eyes were affected and their respiratory systems destroyed. In their hundreds, the French and Algerian troops fled in panic, hundreds more collapsing either in their trenches or as they sought to escape the gas. Meanwhile the chlorine gas settled down into many of the French dugouts and earthworks, affecting other soldiers who had not been above ground when the gas first drifted over their defensive lines.

More than 10,000 French and Algerian troops were affected, of whom at least 5,000 died in and about the front-line trenches within ten minutes of inhaling the gas. In the sixteen-kilometre Allied perimeter of the salient a gap of more than six kilometres opened up, into which groups of German infantry wearing basic respirators pressed forward cautiously, taking about 2,000 gas-affected French prisoners while simultaneously engaging Canadian and British troops on their left flank. The attack was a success – but the German high command had not anticipated such a dramatic turn of events, and so no reserves had been allocated to exploit a breakthrough. As a result, the German advance penetrated no more than three kilometres into the salient towards Ypres before it was brought to a halt by a British counterattack. Nevertheless, the successful deployment of poison gas by the Germans left them in control of the tactically important high ground to the north of the Ypres salient.

On 24 April the army again used chlorine gas, this time against the Canadians in positions north-east of Ypres. Although the Germans gained ground and inflicted almost 6,000 casualties upon the Canadian troops, including about 1,000 fatalities, they also suffered heavy losses and it was clear that the surprise effect of the gas weapon was already reducing as Allied awareness spread rapidly. A failed Allied counterattack on 29 April precipitated a planned withdrawal by the Franco-British forces some four kilometres towards Ypres. Meanwhile, German attacks between 8 and 13 May supported by gas resulted in the capture of additional high ground to the east of Ypres, although no breakthrough was achieved. The final German offensive, once again supported by gas attacks, was launched on 24 May. This attack forced a further Allied withdrawal and reduced the Allied-held salient to an area less than five kilometres wide and eight deep. However, the Germans lacked the necessary follow-up formations to exploit their gains, and the offensive ground to a halt on 25 May. By its end the Second Battle of Ypres resulted in 10,000 French and 59,000 British casualties, while the Germans lost about 35,000 men. German overall losses were smaller than those of the Allies, and some tactically significant ground had been secured, but the general staff had failed to exploit a unique opportunity to capitalize upon its first use of poison gas on the Western Front to achieve a major breakthrough. The initial element of surprise on a potentially grand scale had been lost forever. The Allies (while at the same time vigorously condemning the German army’s first use of poison gas) rapidly began deploying poison gas with their own forces,82 so that in the months and years that followed it became accepted by all sides as simply another weapon of war, along with the plethora of inconvenient but essential respirators and other protective equipment and measures necessary to combat its lethal effects.

In due course artillery gas shells became the preferred method of delivery, with phosgene and mustard gas joining chlorine as the principal types of poison gas, although other types were also developed and used by both sides. Although its impact as a lethal weapon diminished over time as the various countermeasures such as charcoal or chemical filter respirators improved, poison gas continued to cause large numbers of non-fatal but none the less serious and long-lasting casualties. This was especially due to its effects on the eyes and respiratory system. Throughout the war Germany was the principal user of poison gas, launching as much as 68,000 tons from a range of cylinders, projectors and artillery and mortar shells by the end of the war (compared with 36,000 tons of poison gas deployed by France and 25,000 tons by Britain). In terms of overall casualties directly attributable to poison gas, Germany sustained 200,000 (9,000 fatalities) against 188,706 British and British imperial forces (with 8,109 fatalities), 190,000 French (8,000 fatalities) and 419,340 Russian (56,000 fatalities).83

10. THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY, 1914–1918

As the months and years passed, the formidable German army that took to the field in 1914 continued to evolve and modernize in response to changing operational situations; to take advantage of technological advances by Germany; and to counter those by the Franco-British and other Allied forces ranged against the Central Powers. By 1917 the old divisional organization with four regiments had been reduced to three, and battalion strengths also reduced in order to enable the creation of new divisions. A host of special-purpose combat and support units were created to deal with particular aspects of the new forms of warfare. At the same time the size and capability of the artillery increased significantly. Machine-gun units also proliferated, including specialist machine-gun units for mountain warfare and anti-aircraft defence, and for operating with cavalry and cyclist units. The development of light machine-guns and automatic rifles also resulted initially in the creation of special units to man these weapons, but they were later categorized as general-purpose weapons. Protective technology for the individual soldier advanced in parallel with weapons technology, the most visible evidence of this being the iconic ‘coal-scuttle’ Stahlhelm steel helmet, which replaced the traditional Pickelhaube spiked helmet from 1916. From 1915 ever more efficient anti-gas respirators also became an indispensable part of every soldier’s equipment.

Many other changes were precipitated by the rapid advances in military technology as the army sought new weapons and tactical solutions with which it might break – or at least predominate in – the deadlock on the Western Front. The war of attrition and emphasis upon defensive operations on the Western Front meant that the army had to be able to hold and regain ground while also maintaining its offensive spirit and flexibility. The high command’s publication in December 1916 of the new operational doctrine set out in The Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Positional Warfare was but one of the more significant such documents among various doctrinal and tactical papers and publications. Field engineering in particular became a growth industry, and in addition to their existing engineering functions the army’s pioneers took on responsibility for flamethrowers, trench mortars, mining, poison gas apparatus and projectors, pontoon and other bridging equipment and searchlight operating. All forms of electronic communication moved on apace, with the responsibility for telegraph communications eventually allocated to a newly-created signals organization from January 1917. Meanwhile, the command and control of all ground transportation units and movement functions were centralized under the quartermaster general’s department.

Above the battlefield, meanwhile, advances in airship and aeroplane design – including innovations such as Anthony Fokker’s system of synchronization that allowed pilots to fire their machine-guns forward through an aeroplane’s propeller – opened up a whole new arena for war-fighting. In 1916 the army’s pre-1914 airship battalions were grouped with its aviation (aeroplane-equipped) units and established as the Luftstreitkräfte (Air Service) as a separate branch of the army; the army later transferred its airship capability to the navy. In due course, Germany’s use of Zeppelin airships and (later on) long-range heavy bombers for the strategic bombing of London and other suitably prestigious targets heralded an extension of the conflict far beyond the armies in the field. Long-range bombing together with unrestricted submarine warfare challenged many of the traditional rules of warfare, as had several core aspects of the doctrine set out in the general staff’s Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege ever since August 1914.

From late 1916 the appearance of the first British tanks on the battlefield dramatically reduced the dominance of the machine-gun, introducing new tactical opportunities and beginning to restore a degree of fluidity and unpredictability to the battlefield. For German troops not directly in contact and serving in the front-line positions, the Allied tank threat changed what had become a comparatively safe and relatively comfortable troglodyte existence into an unacceptably risky daily lifestyle. Although German operational planning on the Western Front had been dominated by defensive imperatives ever since late 1915, it was nevertheless surprising that the army high command failed fully to appreciate the significance of the tank before their more general use by the British, or that Germany had failed to develop an equivalent combat vehicle in anticipation of resuming the offensive in the west once Russia had been defeated. On the other hand, the premature use of tanks by the British in relatively ineffectual penny-packets may well have belied their true potential in the view of the German general staff, at a time when the army’s mechanization programme was already suffering considerable practical and raw material constraints. In any event, despite the army’s traditional emphasis upon offensive rather than defensive action, the general staff’s preferred response to the threat posed by Allied tanks was to concentrate upon developing anti-tank weapons and tactics rather than developing a German tank.84 This was indeed ironic in light of the fact that tanks heralded the resurrection of manoeuvre warfare, which was something that the high command had strived to achieve ever since 1914.

By 1917 it was clear that the Franco-British forces had an unassailable lead in tank development. The German army adopted the expedient of using suitably converted tanks (Beute-Panzerkampfwagen) captured from the Allies, and more than fifty of these vehicles (suitably emblazoned with the German Iron Cross or similar identifying markings) were being used by the end of the war. Despite this pragmatic action to redress the situation and Germany’s late entry into the business of tank warfare, a German-designed tank was eventually manufactured. This prototype armoured vehicle was first demonstrated to senior commanders and members of the general staff in May 1917, less than a year after Allied tanks first appeared on the battlefield. The demonstration and associated trials were judged successful, and in due course a total of twenty production models of the 33-tonne Type A7V tank were deployed with the field army. It had a crew of eighteen and mounted a 5.7-centimetre gun plus six 08 pattern machine-guns.

The A7V was first used in action in the St. Quentin canal area on 21 March 1918, where five tanks under the command of Hauptmann Greiff were deployed. Three of the vehicles broke down before they could engage the British forces, the other two playing a relatively minor part in preventing a British breakthrough. Meanwhile the first recorded tank battle took place towards the end of an engagement involving eighteen85 A7Vs at Villers-Bretonneux on 24 April 1918. There the massed German tanks had successfully brought about a withdrawal by British and Australian infantry when three of the A7Vs were unexpectedly confronted by three British Mark IV tanks south of the town. After a short tank-versus-tank battle the Mark IVs forced the German tanks to withdraw. Overall, the A7V tanks were less capable and less mobile than the Allied tanks; whenever A7Vs were captured by the Allies they were not usually taken into service by their forces. The introduction of a successor to the A7V was already under way in mid-1917, with the development of the more heavily armed 165-tonne (subsequently reduced to 120-tonne) Type K Großkampfwagen super-heavy tank. This armoured leviathan had four 7.7-centimetre guns plus seven machine-guns, and when the war ended it was already in the final stages of development, with two prototypes almost completed.

Despite ever-increasing mechanization within the army, this process was unavoidably constrained by strategic factors and was therefore much slower and on a smaller scale than the general staff might have wished. Consequently, the army’s critical reliance upon horse-drawn field artillery and transport and (although much reduced since 1914) a mounted cavalry capability continued throughout the war, which in turn meant that the veterinary services expanded in size and importance to maintain this essential form of mobility. The medical services had also grown rapidly in size, expertise and complexity in order to deal with the huge numbers of casualties sustained as the war progressed, utilizing a comprehensive organization of regimental aid posts, field ambulance units, motorized ambulance columns, ambulance trains and military hospitals. Thus the organization, equipment, weapons and appearance of the army at the beginning of 1918 were in many ways very different from those with which it had gone to war in August 1914.

11. POLITICAL-MILITARY PERSPECTIVES, 1916–1918

While the conflict raged on the western and eastern fronts in Europe, and in the Middle East and Africa, important events took place in the German homeland, which progressively increased the power of von Hindenburg and Ludendorff and committed Germany ever deeper to what was in all but name a situation of ‘total war’. From 29 August 1916, following the failure of von Falkenhayn’s offensive at Verdun and his subsequent dismissal and replacement by von Hindenburg,86 a new strategy quickly emerged as Germany and its army looked to the new chief of the general staff and its quartermaster general to deliver the decisive victory it needed. With an awareness of increasing social and industrial unrest, and diminishing support for the war within Germany, von Hindenburg and Ludendorff acted to bring the provision and distribution of raw materials, industrial labour and production, financial policy and institutions, and even matters of foreign policy under military control, with the single overriding aim of supporting the war effort. An eventual clash between the military leaders and the political establishment was inevitable, and this came on 13 July 1917. After almost a year of marginalization by von Hindenburg, the chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg was forced to resign – von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had telephoned Berlin to state that they could no longer work with him and therefore had no choice but to tender their own resignations. Both knew that by that stage they were indispensable and that the Kaiser neither would nor could accept their resignations. This ill-disguised political ploy succeeded in removing a chancellor who was not only prepared to consider a negotiated end to the war but who also advocated the introduction of extensive democratic reforms within Germany, policies which were anathema to von Hindenburg and Ludendorff alike.

If von Falkenhayn and Bethmann Hollweg had together managed to forge a joint military-political alliance in 1915 or 1916 and fully retain the confidence of the Kaiser they might yet have been able to balance and modify the power and influence of von Hindenburg and Ludendorff, but their own deeply-held views on the war and the strategic way ahead were too dissimilar. Consequently, both men had succumbed to the political machinations of the von Hindenburg-Ludendorff military duo, enabled in large part by the unrivalled access to and influence upon the Kaiser enjoyed by these two senior military officers. As the conflict expanded and the toll of casualties on the Western Front grew, the Kaiser’s personal popularity, power and status waned, and at the same time the authority of the civilian government was reduced even further as the whole of the Fatherland fell ever more under the direct control of von Hindenburg and Ludendorff. Both men had entirely ruled out any thoughts of a negotiated end to the war, and so Germany was now committed to a total war of indefinite duration until a conclusive victory on the Eastern Front eventually enabled a breakthrough and decisive victory against the Franco-British forces in the west. One consequence of this policy was the authorization by the high command (against government ministerial advice) on 1 February 1917 of a new campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare. This decision reflected the urgent need to break the Allied naval blockade, which – despite its questionable impact during the early war years – was by then having a very severe effect upon the flow of raw materials to sustain Germany’s war machine as well as upon everyday life within the country. It was also intended that the submarine fleet would prevent food and other resources reaching Britain. Logical in purely military terms, this momentous change of strategic policy was politically ill-judged – it quickly brought the United States into the war alongside Britain, France and their allies on 6 April, 1917. Tellingly, although the US ground force commander, General John J. Pershing, did not arrive in France until mid-June, the commander of the US naval forces in European waters, Rear Admiral W. S. Sims, arrived in Britain on 9 April, just three days after the US declaration of war, providing clear evidence of the US government’s view of the German submarine threat and an equally clear indication of US resolve and future intentions.

12. THE EASTERN FRONT, DECEMBER 1916 TO MARCH 1918

If the situation on the Western Front had deteriorated into a stalemate in 1915, elsewhere the war was progressing more satisfactorily for the Germans, with Ludendorff very much aware that a major victory on the Eastern Front would release the divisions essential to achieve a similar result in the west. In December 1916 an army of German, Austrian and Bulgarian troops defeated a Romanian force and occupied Romania, which further weakened the position of a Russian Empire already politically destabilized and increasingly war-weary. In February 1917 the first move in the impending Russian revolution took place when the Tsar abdicated; the government fell and was replaced by a much more liberal body, albeit one that still favoured the Allies and remained committed to continuing the war. But by then the strength and Marxist political influence of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin’s Bolshevik movement was already growing rapidly, although Lenin and his immediate entourage were still living in exile.

The Germans correctly assessed that Russia was descending into chaos and that the moment had therefore come to hasten its capitulation – the long-awaited prerequisite for a strategic victory on the Western Front. Accordingly, in April 1917 a safe conduct was provided to Lenin and his followers, enabling them to move from exile in Switzerland across German-held territory and on to Russian soil. The Germans gambled that they would establish a regime in Russia that would agree an armistice with Germany. Somewhat bizarrely, but influenced by urgent strategic imperatives rather than long-term political considerations, von Hindenburg and Ludendorff were wholeheartedly in favour of this arrangement, despite the well-known nature of Bolshevism and the fears of civil unrest and revolution ever-present in the German officer corps. While the wider international implications of the rise of Bolshevism might have been underestimated in Germany, by 1917 it was undeniable that many members of the high command had become so focused upon the need to break the stalemate on the Western Front that almost anything which might achieve that objective would be acceptable. Certainly the decision by Berlin to support Lenin was primarily one made by the military leaders, as had been the decision taken just a few months earlier to adopt a policy of unrestricted submarine warfare.

Following Lenin’s return to Russia, the Bolsheviks usurped the Kerensky government in Moscow in November 1917. The already shaky Russian army began to implode, an armistice was duly sought, and on 22 December the Brest-Litovsk conference convened to discuss terms. The German demands were severe, but after much discussion an agreement was achieved in March 1918, this having been prompted by a resumption of the German offensive in the east in mid-February. Much of this was academic, however, as the armistice and effective neutralization of any Russian military offensive capability had already permitted the transfer of a number of German divisions to the Western Front by early 1918. In the meantime about twenty divisions remained in western Russia as occupation forces, while Berlin also retained longer-term aspirations for a later expansion of German territory eastwards and into the Caucasus. It had taken almost three years to achieve, but the way was finally open for the army to focus primarily upon launching a new strategic offensive in the west.

13. ITALY AND THE ALPINE CAMPAIGN 1915–1918

Italy’s position and conduct in the conflict were somewhat ambivalent. Although it was ostensibly an ally of both Austria-Hungary and Germany when war broke out at the end of July 1914, Italy declared its neutrality on 3 August. However, ten months later, on 23 May 1915, the Italian government abandoned this stance and declared war on Austria-Hungary – no declaration of war against Germany was issued. Subsequently, Italy and Austria conducted a vigorous but often indecisive series of battles, mainly centred upon the Austro–Italian Alpine region and the River Isonzo to the south-east towards Trieste, between June 1915 and September 1917. By the conclusion of their eleventh major battle in this area in September 1917 the Italians had forced an Austrian withdrawal, which prompted Kaiser Franz Josef to ask Kaiser Wilhelm for military assistance in the form of a counteroffensive to forestall a possible Austrian collapse. This request was initially resisted by Ludendorff, who viewed it as an unwelcome distraction; he later relented once fully apprised of the Austrians’ parlous situation. As a result, in mid-September 1917 the German Fourteenth Army was formed, comprising seven German and eight Austrian divisions, under the command of General der Infanterie Otto von Below. In addition to a number of high-quality infantry regiments and divisions, special stormtrooper units, and an abundance of artillery and other support, the Fourteenth Army included German and Austrian mountain infantry regiments, together with the requisite mountain artillery and pack animals to support them.
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On 24 October 1917 German forces entered the fray in strength when the Central Powers launched a major offensive aimed at relieving the pressure on the hard-pressed Austrian forces and inflicting a significant defeat on the Italians, thereby releasing much-needed men and resources for the Western Front and elsewhere. This was the first occasion on which units of German troops were in combat against Italian forces. Although a direct response to the Austrian emperor’s request, this offensive was in many ways a logical extension of the Central Powers’ action against Serbia in October 1915, when a German army, an Austrian army and two Bulgarian armies had together overwhelmed Serbia. It also attracted some risks – it threatened to prejudice an early conclusion of the German campaign that had all but crushed Romania by 1917.87 In the event, the aim of the German intervention against Italy was largely accomplished: the Italian forces suffered a devastating blow at the hands of German and Austrian troops at Caporetto between 24 October and 7 November 1917. The Battle of Caporetto demonstrated the effective use by the Germans of the stormtrooper tactics and poison gas previously identified primarily with the fighting on the Western Front in France and Belgium.

Benefiting from the early morning mist that wreathed the river valleys and surrounding mountains, at 02.00 hours on 24 October, the German and Austro-Hungarian forces commenced their attack with an artillery bombardment of high-explosive, gas and smoke shells. The lack of a protracted preliminary bombardment produced complete surprise, the main assault closely following the initial artillery fire. Specialist assault troops using flamethrowers and grenades created breaches in the Italian army’s front line and infiltrated between its forward positions, where many of the defenders were badly affected by the poison gas due to the poor quality and obsolescence of their protective respirators. The stormtroopers then moved on to assault headquarters, communications sites, artillery and machine-gun positions and bunkers set behind the front line. Meanwhile the main attacking force quickly rolled over and through the Italian Second Army’s defences. So great was the surprise achieved by the attackers that virtually no Italian artillery fire was directed against them.

Even so, the fighting was particularly heavy in the centre, at the Italian strong-points of Mount Matajur and along the adjacent Colovrat and Stol ridge-lines. On the flanks the rugged terrain combined with a resolute defence by some Italian units to repel or stall the German and Austrian advance by the Tenth Army to the north-west and Second Army to the south. However, the particular success of von Below’s Fourteenth Army at the centre of the offensive allowed the Germans to strike 25 kilometres into the Italian defences by the morning of 25 October, which in turn destabilized the whole Italian line as defending units were forced to redeploy to counter this threat, simultaneously weakening their own positions. It was during the fighting at Longarone and for Mount Matajur that the then Oberleutnant Erwin Rommel, serving in the Württembergisches Gebirgs- und Schneeschuh-Bataillon with the German Alpenkorps, distinguished himself by his actions and leadership in the field, subsequently receiving the Pour le Mérite award.88 Although a general withdrawal was already inevitable (and the River Tagliamento offered an obvious natural line of defence), the Italian commander General Luigi Cadorna delayed this decision until 30 October, by which stage it was too late. While the Italians took some four days to cross the river, by 2 November a German division had already established a bridgehead. However, the now much-extended German and Austrian supply lines – together with the wider supply difficulties attributable to the ongoing Allied naval blockade – forced a pause in their offensive, which allowed the Italians to retreat farther, to the River Piave, by 10 November.

Despite their inability to follow through and exploit their success, Caporetto was a significant victory for the German and Austrian troops. Some 20,000 German and Austrian soldiers were killed or wounded, but no fewer than 13,000 Italians were killed, 30,000 wounded and 265,000 captured by mid-November. More tellingly, a further 350,000 Italian soldiers deserted between 24 October and 19 November 1917. A bonus of the Central Powers’ victory was the capture of 2,000 Italian mortars and at least 3,000 guns and 3,000 machine-guns during the battle.89

14. THE LAST OFFENSIVES: THE KAISERSCHLACHT, MARCH TO JULY 1918

At the beginning of 1918, von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had several reasons to look forward to the new year with a considerable degree of satisfaction and some confidence. Russia and Romania had been removed from the war; Italy was much weakened as a result of Caporetto; two major Franco-British offensives had failed in 1917; and, while engendering a certain amount of short-term concern, the first large-scale deployment of 378 tanks by the British at Cambrai on 20 November 1917 had certainly not proved to be as decisive as the Allies had hoped or claimed.90 In addition, the Allies had been weakened in the west by the need to divert varying amounts of resources and military manpower elsewhere. Such action was prompted not only by the need to shore up Italy and reinforce the distant fighting in Africa and the Middle East but also to pursue what degenerated into a ‘forlorn-hope’ expedition to support the White Russians against the Bolsheviks in northern Russia with the strategic aim of reviving the war against Germany on the Eastern Front.

During and in the wake of these important events the German army had managed to reinforce the Western Front in accordance with the general staff’s long-term strategic plan. The army had also more or less perfected and adopted its doctrine for conducting an offensive form of defence, and to that end it complemented the December 1916 general staff publication The Principles of Command in the Defensive Battle in Positional Warfare with a new work, The Attack in Positional Warfare, in 1918. In the meantime, albeit belatedly, the German state and its industrial capability had finally been fully mobilized in 1917 to support the military campaign. So it was that as 1917 ended the only potentially significant strategic problem facing the army on the Western Front during the new year was the arrival of large numbers of US troops to reinforce the Allies in France. The general staff assessed that a strong American presence would be unachievable before mid-1918 – only one division was in France in December 1917 – but the high command anticipated that as many as eighteen divisions could be in France by midsummer 1918. Von Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s assessment was that such fresh but untried American troops would be of questionable value before mid-1918 at the earliest and were thus unlikely to impact significantly upon the high command’s long-standing plans for a major new offensive in the west.

So the German high command set the spring of 1918 as the time at which they would launch a great new offensive designed to break the Franco-British front in the west decisively. The British army’s capability had been much reduced by the huge losses sustained at Ypres between July and November 1917, and the French army was already experiencing mutinies.91 By early 1918 many French divisions numbered no more than 6,000 men, and the French high command was unable to replace more than about one-third of the monthly losses. On the other hand, by March that year the German high command anticipated that its army would be able to generate at least 200,000 more men on the Western Front than the combined Franco-British forces deployed there. Berlin concluded that the new offensive would force the Allies to sue for peace before US forces had the opportunity to become fully engaged on the Western Front, which would enable Germany to consolidate its territorial ambitions in the east and overseas with impunity. These considerations shaped the original concept for Ludendorff’s spring offensive in 1918 – the Kaiserschlacht or ‘Kaiser’s battle’. Developed and planned in detail by the general staff during the closing months of 1917, it would finally be brought to fruition during the first three months of the following year. By mid-March 1918 almost 200 German divisions stood ready to inflict a final crushing blow against the Allies on the Western Front.

Ever since the evening of 17 March the troops had been moving forward to their assault positions opposite the defences held by units of the British Fifth Army. The assault units moved under cover of darkness, their march times precisely planned and laid down by the general staff. For many days every road and track to the forward area carried a solid mass of men, artillery, horse-drawn transport and other vehicles, as the army maximized the hours of darkness to move the units and guns into position. Despite this impressive array of German combat power – with no fewer than 192 German divisions on the Western Front by March 1918 – no more than 56 divisions had by that stage fully achieved the levels of operational capability and training standards envisaged by the general staff in their key publication on The Attack in Positional Warfare.

The early morning of 21 March 1918 was cold and still quite dark when the artillery began firing the preliminary phase of the main barrage at 05.05 hours.92 The opening fire plan of the Kaiserschlacht involved more than 4,000 field guns, 2,600 heavy artillery guns and 3,500 trench mortars. It was planned to continue for five hours. The German soldiers of the assault battalions crammed into the forward trench lines ‘gasped at the colossal wall of flame over the English lines’93 as thousands of high-explosive and poison-gas shells fell on to the British positions along the Somme. The extensive use of poison gas was vital to the success of the bombardment, the high-explosive and poison-gas fire plans closely coordinated and integrated.94 An anonymous German soldier described the noise and destruction as ‘like the end of the world’. The bombardment continued, gaining in intensity, and at 08.25 hours the heavy mortars – firing 100-kilogram bombs – commenced firing. Even in the German lines the noise numbed the senses and was virtually indescribable. Thousands of machine-guns added their own storm of fire to the boiling sea of flames, explosions and smoke that overwhelmed the British lines.

At 09.10 hours specially selected patrols of assault troops scrambled over the edge of the trenches and crawled forward into positions in no-man’s-land, ready to overwhelm any surviving resistance in the British forward trenches within seconds of the bombardment lifting. The noise of the shellfire was still mind-numbing as pulses of air pressure, shockwaves, showers of earth and pieces of debris battered the waiting assault troops. At 09.37 hours there was time for a final drink, a last pull on a pipe or cigar, a final brief look at a treasured photo of a wife, girlfriend or family group; then, with every watch showing 09.40 hours, the great mass of infantry at last surged up out of the trenches, rushing forward to overwhelm their enemy.

By that stage the British wire obstacles had all but ceased to exist, and the first line of trenches was so pulverized that it had virtually disappeared. But from positions in the British second line a steady hail of machine-gun and rifle fire took its toll of the attacking Germans. In the sector in which Ernst Jünger’s company of the 73rd Hannover Infantry were in the van of the assault, British positions dug into the sides of the substantial railway embankment at Ecoust-Croisilles were defended tenaciously and maintained a brisk and accurate fire against the waves of attackers. Eventually, the German infantry managed to reach the side of the embankment close enough to grenade the defenders out of their strongpoints. Simultaneously, groups of infantrymen employing the well-proven tactics of the Stoßtruppen assault troops worked their way systematically along the British trench lines, killing and destroying everything in their path. While evacuating their former positions at the embankment, large numbers of fleeing British soldiers became casualties of the rifle fire from those German soldiers who had fought their way to fire positions on its top.

Despite the devastating effect of the earlier bombardment, the surprise which had undoubtedly been achieved, the debilitating effects of the poison gas, and the mass flight of the British survivors from the forward positions, here and there isolated British machine-gun posts still inflicted mounting numbers of casualties upon the attackers, as did the counter-fire of the British artillery. The German advance continued apace despite these losses, and the desired breakthrough was achieved. As the morning drew on, Jünger estimated that his men were at least three to five kilometres into the British lines, with other German units moving forward on each side of his own, while ‘as far as the eye could see’ behind them there were the follow-on units ‘advancing in open order, ranks and columns’.95 Thus far the offensive was unstoppable. The assault units soon found themselves advancing into open countryside and towards the rising ground that lay some distance beyond the Somme. But at that point the attack paused as the infantry at last outran their artillery support – even sustaining some casualties from German shells falling short from guns that were by then firing at their maximum range. As the first day of the great offensive drew to a close, the successful and generally jubilant assault units secured their new-won positions for the night. In the first 24 hours they had won almost 250 square kilometres of territory at the cost of about 39,000 casualties.

In the immediate aftermath of their triumph, the German soldiers – now with a little time to take stock of the positions they occupied – found things that were simultaneously morale boosting and demoralizing. Men who had long been constrained by Germany’s food shortages to make do with very bland, monotonous and often meagre rations based primarily on ‘bread, watery soup and thin nondescript jam’ found a veritable Aladdin’s cave of luxuries in the hastily vacated British dugouts, with an abundance of items such as pipe tobacco, cigarettes, whisky, new clothing, ‘a whole crate of eggs’ and ‘stacks of canned meat, tins of delicious English jam, and bottles of Camp [chicory essence] coffee, tomatoes and onions’.96 Welcome though these finds were, they also indicated the clear failure of the German strategy of starving Britain by unrestricted submarine warfare, as well as confirming the significantly better supply arrangements enjoyed by the Franco-British armies. The victorious attackers also found large quantities of brand-new equipment, guns and much ammunition.

Desultory fighting continued through the night, increasing in tempo as dawn approached, when the German artillery resumed its bombardment. Once again it dropped some rounds short, upon its own forward troops, causing another most unwelcome flurry of casualties. Overnight the 73rd Hannover Infantry had been combined with the 76th Hannover Infantry due to the considerable casualties both regiments had sustained during the first day. For this reconstituted regiment the second day of the offensive yielded less success than had the first, the momentum of their advance slowed down by rearguard units of what had soon developed into a fairly well-managed British withdrawal. For much of the second day the regiment was engaged in bitter combat against a Scottish Highland regiment, until as night fell a German assault team at last managed to outflank the Highlanders, enabling the main attack to be resumed with a new vigour. As the Scots sought to regain their next line of defence they found that they were baulked by their own wire obstacles: thus exposed, they fell in droves to the German machine-gun fire. A cool breeze indicated that the second night of the offensive would be a cold one.

By the end of 22 March large parts of the British Fifth Army, upon which the main weight of the offensive had fallen, were disintegrating and falling back on to the old Somme battlefields. Already the advancing Germans were through the trench lines originally occupied by the British reserve formations, and on 24 March Bapaume and Peronne fell as the Germans drove on towards Amiens, the capture of which would effectively drive a wedge between the British and French forces. With the situation deteriorating hour by hour, the British high command began to consider options for a wholesale withdrawal towards the Channel ports; in parallel, the French considered a withdrawal westwards and measures to safeguard Paris. However, just as a momentous victory seemed to be within Ludendorff’s grasp, an important change in the Allied high command frustrated the German plans. In response to the Allied crisis, French Marshal Ferdinand Foch assumed overall direction of the battle from the pessimistic Marshal Henri Pétain, and resolved both to halt the Allied withdrawal and to stop the German advance east of Amiens. Both his appointment and his intentions concerning Amiens were actively supported by the British commander, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. The appointment of Foch proved decisive. The Franco-British forces rallied, redeployed and gradually established a properly coordinated and cohesive defensive line in depth, with Amiens and Villers-Brettoneux at its centre.

The Germans meanwhile managed to continue to advance in various places. They had broken through the British forward defences on a front 65 kilometres wide, but none of the penetrations were in sufficient depth to enable the strategic breakout necessary to split the Franco-British armies and turn their flanks. As a result, Ludendorff’s great offensive continued ever more slowly, and by 28 March it had all but ground to a halt in the area of Albert. There the British army’s well-stocked food and equipment depots proved irresistible to large numbers of German soldiers, many of whom soon became uncontrollable, with drunkenness, looting and widespread indiscipline occurring in some units on scales unprecedented in the German imperial army. Although the Albert area was the principal focus of such activity, it was by no means confined to those units exclusively; and while this was going on within some parts of the German army, increasing numbers of British reinforcements were now arriving in theatre, having been hastily dispatched from England. At the same time, a new French army comprising some six divisions was moving to support the British and to close the gaps that had opened up between the Allied armies. The final outcome of the Kaiserschlacht rapidly became inevitable, and by 4 April Ludendorff’s great offensive had run its course. Many of the attacking German divisions were totally exhausted, large numbers of the irreplaceable Stoßtruppen were dead, and the grand strategy of first defeating Russia in order to enable a decisive victory in the west was in tatters.

There were many reasons for the German army’s failure – the overriding one probably being that Germany and its army had been at war for too long before the Kaiserschlacht could be launched. The more specific reasons included the high casualties sustained during the first days of the offensive, the inability of the artillery to move forward fast enough to support the advancing infantry, a lack of mechanical transport to support the logistic chain, and an underestimation of the French desire and determination to aid the British army – upon whom the full weight of the first assault had fallen. Even without these factors, the relatively small number of German divisions that had been specifically trained and readied for major assault missions by early 1918 meant that the army’s ability to exploit success was fairly limited. Furthermore, despite the carefully laid plans of the general staff, various aspects of the army’s logistic and supply system were on the verge of collapse by early 1918, just as the supply of many goods and services were within Germany itself.97

Finally, strategic success had always depended upon the offensive of 21 March precipitating a total collapse of the Franco-British armies. Had Ludendorff concentrated the main attack on a narrower front and then maintained that concentrated offensive action rather than subsequently becoming distracted by successes elsewhere and dissipating its strength, it might yet have broken the Franco-British front within the first few days, much in the manner foreseen by von Schlieffen in his original plan. In practice the Kaiserschlacht produced little more than a fairly well-managed British withdrawal, followed soon afterwards by decisive Franco-British counter-action, which meant ultimately that von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had lost the army’s greatest gamble since August 1914 – and therefore that Germany could no longer entertain any hopes of achieving a total victory.

Despite the failure of the Ludendorff offensive, the army launched four more significant attacks against the British and the French between April and July 1918. The forces available for these decreased with each successive offensive as their remaining reserves were all but exhausted. The army continued to inflict significant casualties upon the Franco-British armies and still managed to win numerous local engagements while also seizing sometimes substantial tracts of territory; but by that stage the Allied forces were also receiving support from increasing numbers of US troops arriving on the Western Front. Contrary to the somewhat optimistic general staff estimate of early 1918, no fewer than 200,000 American troops had landed in France during the few weeks after 21 March.

Undeniably, the strategic goal of bringing about a French military collapse and the neutralization or defeat of the British had eluded Ludendorff, and by mid-July the army had neither achieved its strategic objective nor was it able to take any further offensive action. The final such offensive was launched in Champagne, to the east and west of Rheims, on 15 July but achieved only limited gains before grinding to a halt, having resulted in large numbers of casualties. Overall the army sustained more than half a million casualties between March and mid-July 1918, and the drastically reduced manpower and resources of many units had by then forced them to limit their activities to holding the territory or positions they then occupied. The succession of tactical successes between March and July, together with the large numbers of Allied prisoners taken and territory gained – all of which was set against a continuing confidence in the ability of von Hindenburg to deliver the final victory to Germany – had certainly not prepared some four million German officers and soldiers for the unwelcome and previously inconceivable events that were about to befall them.

15. DEFEAT IN THE WEST, AUGUST–OCTOBER 1918

A major Franco-US offensive was launched towards Soissons on 18 July, followed three weeks later by a British offensive on the Somme on 8 August that drove more than eleven kilometres into the German lines on a frontage of almost 25 kilometres. In the Amiens area the British success was particularly noteworthy – a defining moment of the war on the Western Front. There the Allied employment of 25 divisions supported by a massed force of tanks against just fourteen German divisions eventually proved decisive, despite the German anti-tank guns and other devices destroying or totally disabling 72 per cent of the armoured vehicles during the first four days of the offensive. Large numbers of prisoners were taken by the Allies, six German divisions simply fell apart in the face of the onslaught, and there were once again widespread reports of indiscipline both at the front and in the army’s rear areas. Ludendorff characterized 8 August 1918 as ‘the Black Day of the German army’.

Remarkably, the army managed to stabilize the front once again, but its operations were generally limited to defence and a series of gradual withdrawals, with patrolling and local counterattacks the only real opportunities for offensive action. Despite this, the German high command still refused to acknowledge either the true implications of the operational situation or the strategic significance of the inexorable build-up of US forces in the west. As a result, for three more months Ludendorff prevaricated, ever hopeful that a favourable outcome for Germany might yet be accomplished. However, industrial and political unrest within Germany were increasing almost daily, with Bolshevik elements also attempting to foment revolution in the Fatherland following their success in Russia. Then, at the end of September, Germany’s ally Bulgaria capitulated, followed soon afterwards by Turkey and Austria at the end of October. The army could do no more. Berlin was finally forced to acknowledge the inevitable, as the Kaiser, von Hindenburg and Ludendorff together accepted the desperate plight of the Fatherland.

16. ARMISTICE, OCTOBER TO NOVEMBER 1918

In October, the Kaiser directed the new chancellor, Prince Max von Baden, to negotiate an armistice with US President Woodrow Wilson, who at once indicated that he could not negotiate with Germany’s military or dynastic leadership. The President’s response meant that the United States, although only involved actively in the conflict since April 1917, effectively sealed the fate of both Ludendorff and the Kaiser. Ludendorff’s immediate reaction to Woodrow Wilson’s response was frustration and a determination to resume full-scale fighting, to which end he issued a directive to the army to fight on. Then on 28 October he acknowledged the hopelessness of his position and resigned, being replaced as quartermaster general by Generalleutnant Karl Eduard Wilhelm Groener.98 On 8 November Groener informed the Kaiser – who had by then sought refuge from the escalating crisis at the headquarters of the army high command – that the army no longer had any confidence in his leadership. By that stage mutinies had broken out in the navy at Kiel, Hamburg and Bremen, a revolution was in progress in Munich, and a Soviet republic had been proclaimed in Bavaria.

On 9 November the Kaiser’s abdication was announced by the chancellor, who also resigned and was succeeded as chancellor by the socialist Friedrich Ebert. Von Hindenburg was appointed supreme commander of the German forces and Groener became, in practice, chief of the general staff. All over Germany, the old order was disintegrating and the hard-won legacy of 1871 was progressively, but somewhat haphazardly, dismantled. The army, its high command and the general staff now had to deal with several overriding priorities. The honour of the officer corps and the integrity of the army had to be maintained, together with the army’s capability to maintain law and order. Already the security and stability of the country was threatened by the spread of Bolshevism, with various soldiers’ and workers’ soviet-style councils emerging to direct local government affairs and to usurp the traditional chain of command of the army.

Meanwhile an effective military capability was necessary to defend Germany against external threats – foremost of which was that perceived to be from Poland on Germany’s eastern frontier – so the military leadership developed a pragmatic and politically expedient policy concerning the presentation to the German people of the impact of the impending armistice, and of the army’s role and performance in the war. In due course this policy became known as the ‘stab in the back’ or Dolchstoß policy, by which the army would henceforth be portrayed as a force that remained undefeated on the battlefield, an army that, in Groener’s own words, had been betrayed by ‘the poison [which] comes from home’.99 Although this policy was hardly favourable to any German civilian government or politician, the republican administration needed the support of the army and so had little choice but to demonstrate its tacit approval of this propaganda line.

By this presentational contrivance the German military and its officers would be preserved and protected against all blame and criticism by the officially supported myth that the army’s failure to win the war was directly and entirely attributable to the failure and mismanagement of the conflict by the German political leaders and civil government. This assertion was reinforced very effectively by the abdication of Wilhelm II, the last of the German kaisers, on 9 November and the elevation of von Hindenburg and Groener to become the principal authority and power in the land in the immediate post-war era. On the same day, a German socialist republic was proclaimed, although this merely exacerbated the level of fighting and extent of the power struggles between the main socialist and communist groups. Two days later, on 11 November, the armistice was declared and the war was over: the German army was given just 31 days to remove all of its troops from France, Belgium, Luxembourg and the Rhineland.

17. AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE, NOVEMBER TO DECEMBER 1918

As 1918 drew towards its end, political events and the general turmoil in Germany moved ever faster, so that Ebert, chancellor of the new provisional government, was much relieved when Groener offered to arrange the orderly return of the army from the east and from the Western Front to Germany, as well as guaranteeing its support for the new government thereafter. The trade-off for this arrangement was a guarantee of government support for the army and action against the revolutionary left, especially the Bolsheviks. For Ebert this undertaking was not easy, as he had previously acquiesced to socialist calls to establish soldiers’ committees with the power to elect commanders, as well as proposals to form a people’s militia to replace the old army. However, with revolution sweeping the country, the army was the only force still capable of restoring law and order and maintaining the new republican government in power.

Shortly after the armistice came into effect, more than three million German soldiers withdrew in exemplary fashion from their positions west of the Rhine and returned to the Fatherland – but with virtually every officer and soldier convinced that the army remained undefeated, having been cheated of its rightful victory by treachery at home and betrayal by a civilian government that had begun to negotiate the armistice while the soldiers were still embattled at the front. A further one million troops returned to Germany from the east, and the army high command and headquarters, Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL), moved back to Kassel from Koblenz. Despite the high command’s best efforts to maintain the army’s overall cohesion, once back in Germany very many of its units and formations simply disintegrated – the proud military force that had marched to war so optimistically in August 1914 and fought with such determination during four years of war no longer existed by the end of 1918.100

By 13 December Allied forces had moved eastwards and established Belgian, British, French and US zones of occupation west of the Rhine. At the same time, across the river at the Rhineland cities of Mainz, Koblenz and Köln, three Allied bridgeheads were put in place, each of which occupied a fan-shaped area radiating some 30 kilometres eastwards into Germany.

18. COUNTING THE COST, 1914–1918

Across all fronts and in all theatres of operations, the human cost of the war for Germany had been considerable: a total of 6,400,000 men killed, wounded or missing between August 1914 and November 1918. Drawn from an overall population of about 67 million, some 13.40 million men served in the German imperial forces during the war, of whom the vast majority served in the army. Of these, 2,037,000 were killed or listed as missing, although unit rolls of honour developed during the post-war years eventually indicated a cumulative total of almost 4 million men killed, missing in action, died of wounds or diseases, died in captivity, or missing presumed dead after the 1918 casualty figures were compiled.

It follows that about one in six German soldiers was killed in action or died from other causes during the war. Those killed or missing included up to 14,000 non-European troops (such as the Askaris of the Schutztruppen in German East Africa). As well as these casualties, at least one authority suggests that as many as 5,687,000 German troops (including Schutztruppen) may have been wounded during the war, although other sources reflect a lower total of about 4,200,000. As ever, such statistics are subject to numerous caveats and selected parameters (including the definition of ‘wounded’), and these figures should therefore be regarded with a considerable degree of caution. In addition, 993,800 men became prisoners-of-war, about 91 percent of whom survived to return home. On the Western Front some 1,493,000 men were killed or missing, 2,579,000 were wounded and 774,000 taken as prisoners-of-war. On the Eastern Front about 500,000 were killed or missing and about 1,000,000 wounded, while an accurate figure for those taken prisoner-of-war cannot be ascertained – it was estimated that about 40 per cent of those who had been captured on the Eastern Front and subsequently held in Russian prisoner-of-war camps died in captivity. The most costly battles or series of battles fought by the army were those at Verdun between February and December 1916 (336,000 casualties), on the Somme from July to November 1916 (420,000 casualties), and during the Kaiserschlacht battles from March to September 1918 (536,000 killed and missing, 808,300 wounded).101


PART III
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THE STRUCTURE OF MILITARY POWER

AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL, military affairs and policy were directed and managed by a military cabinet, the ministry of war and the general staff, at the pinnacle of which pyramid was the Kaiser as head of state. The military cabinet – nine officers and 25 officials in 1914 – focused upon a wide range of personnel policy matters affecting officers, which typically included subjects such as higher command appointments, postings (but not the postings of general staff officers), courts of honour, decorations, awards and so on, as well as any personnel-related issues deemed to be particularly sensitive. It also received the formal reports produced by the army’s senior inspectors, technical inspectors and army-corps or military district commanders on all aspects of the state of the army and its operational readiness. The chief of the military cabinet was always a senior and suitably experienced officer; in August 1914 this position was held by General der Infanterie Freiherr von Lyncker, who was also the Kaiser’s senior aide-de-camp and military secretary.

Each of the sovereign German states (Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, Württemberg) had its own war ministry, but in wartime that of Prussia assumed the military lead and absolute primacy: the other state ministries of war from that point onwards dealt only with local and in-house matters. The Prussian ministry of war comprised six departments in peacetime, which increased to eight during the war. In 1917 these departments (numbered I to VIII) consisted of a central department, a general war department, an army administration department, a quartering department, a pensions and legal department, a remount inspectorate, a medical department, and a war bureau.102 The ministry of war dealt with matters at the national and imperial levels, with full oversight of every arm, branch, support function and aspect of the army as well as involvement with all national and internationally affected resources, manpower, budgets and finance, industrial production, food supply, armaments and munitions, imports, exports, scientific research, information and propaganda and numerous other issues affecting Germany’s ability to wage war. The war ministry also provided a representative staff element to the army general headquarters. However, for the field army in wartime, the command elements that affected its activities most directly were the army high command, the general staff and, ultimately, the supreme authority of the Kaiser himself.

1. KAISER WILHELM II

Ever since 1871 the role, authority and practical influence of the Kaiser as King of Prussia and leader of the German nation and its empire, and supreme commander of its armed forces were always absolutely clear. There was no doubt about this in the minds of the civilian population or the army – it was automatically accepted that it was the Kaiser who would lead the nation into war and command its army during the subsequent fighting. Inescapably, therefore, the personality, strength of character, and any flaws or foibles of the Kaiser affected to varying extents the direction and nature of Germany’s war planning and the activities of the high command in war. Consequently it was unfortunate that cruel fate intervened in the course of German history in 1888. That year, Wilhelm II unexpectedly became Kaiser in place of his diplomatically competent, intellectually astute, liberally minded and militarily accomplished – but terminally ill – father. This historic turn of fate would ultimately lead to Wilhelm II launching the German empire into war in 1914, with him taking the field at the head of an invading army.

As we saw earlier, the accelerating hubris and international aspirations of imperial Germany during the final decade of the nineteenth century may be attributed in large part to Wilhelm II’s flawed personality, poor judgement and ill-preparedness for his weighty duties and responsibilities as Kaiser of what was still a relatively new empire. Although his premature accession to power was clearly an unsought and unfortunate turn of fate, its consequences were considerably exacerbated and compounded by Wilhelm’s unshakeable belief in his own ability and destiny as Kaiser, leading to the regular rejection of advice provided by his ministers where this varied from his own thoughts and wishes. This situation was highlighted by the enforced resignation of his principal adviser, elder statesman and chancellor, Count Otto von Bismarck, just two years after the Kaiser’s accession. Bismarck was a man whose vast diplomatic experience, political acumen and strategic pragmatism might have guided Wilhelm, mitigating his failings and shaping positively his thinking and policies; but this was not to be. During the years after 1890 Wilhelm encountered increasing mistrust from many national leaders and diplomats, which in turn resulted in the growing international isolation of Germany and its Kaiser. So it was that Germany embarked on the disastrous course of policies and actions that led ultimately to war in 1914, led by a man whose character weaknesses made him particularly vulnerable to lobbying by those who advocated the expansion and uprating of Germany’s army and navy on a grand scale, together with the eventual acquisition of overseas territories such as those already possessed by Britain and various other European powers.

Despite the Kaiser’s virtually unequivocal support for the army and the aspirations of its high command and the general staff, successive chiefs of the general staff had to steer a careful and diplomatic course in their day-to-day dealings and peacetime discussions with a Kaiser whose levels of military knowledge and expertise were considerably less than his undoubted enthusiasm for some aspects of the army’s activities – particularly its uniforms, parades and ceremonial, and his personal participation in the army’s annual large-scale set-piece training manoeuvres. On the other hand, the Kaiser (as had his predecessors) quite properly continued to take a close personal interest in matters affecting the officer corps (but not the postings of general staff officers) and the promotion, appointments and careers of its more senior members.

Wilhelm II was convinced that the threats posed to the new empire warranted significant enhancements for the army and that Germany now needed a world-class navy in order for the empire to expand and acquire further overseas colonies. These views and the resulting policies quickly brought the Kaiser into conflict with von Bismarck, who since 1871 had advocated diplomacy as the best way to ensure the security of the German empire in the new century. Now, lacking the support he had earlier enjoyed from Wilhelm II’s predecessors as Kaiser, von Bismarck’s diplomatic policies and initiatives were continually thwarted by various vested interest groups and factions, but especially by the general staff, whose members consistently and openly advocated launching a pre-emptive war against France and Russia. Consequently, the German chancellor was left with little choice but to resign.

It may be argued, therefore, that von Bismarck’s departure in March 1890 was the event that signalled the start of two decades of largely unconstrained military expansion and marked the true beginning of Germany’s march to war. If Wilhelm II had followed his chancellor’s counsel, retained him in post and been less influenced by others, the conflict in 1914 might yet have been averted. But this was not to be, and at the close of the nineteenth century Germany found itself with an army that – although undeniably well trained, equipped, organized and professionally sound overall – had fought no major war for more than forty years and was led by a Kaiser as supreme military commander who was absolutely convinced that military power alone could guarantee the prestige, security and further expansion of the empire he had inherited in 1888.

2. THE HIGH COMMAND

As its head of state, supreme command of the German army when it went to war was nominally vested in the Kaiser. Pragmatically, however, the Kaiser’s traditional position as supreme commander (Oberste Heeresleitung) in wartime became increasingly symbolic rather than executive. Once the army had mobilized and taken to the field, the Kaiser was closely advised and counselled on all aspects of military operations and decision-making by the chief of the general staff of the field army (Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres), as its professional head in peace and war.

However, the diminishing pre-eminence of the Kaiser as supreme commander during the war years became clear by the spring of 1917, when he visited the headquarters of the First Army in Rethel, some 50 kilometres south-west of Sedan, for a briefing by the army commander, General von Below. Present at that briefing was a young general staff officer, Erich Fritz von Manstein, who noted that when the Kaiser indicated that some pieces of recently lost ground would ‘be retaken of course’, ‘General von Below calmly ignored this remark. We [the staff] were all quite clear that the words of the Supreme Warlord could not, and would not, have any consequences. The army did not have any forces available for a counter-attack, and would not receive them anyway from the High Command for such a purpose. Even if tactically successful, such an attack would not justify the expected sacrifice.’ But even more tellingly, von Manstein observed that, ‘The fact that an order, expression of will, or even the actual words of the [Prussian] Monarch could be so easily ignored made me realize the extent to which the Kaiser had already given up real power. For any young officer brought up to believe in the inviolate nature of a regal command, this revelation came as a great shock.’103

At an early stage of the war, therefore, the Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres became – in practice if not on paper – overall commander-in-chief of the field army, while still required to defer to and take full account of the views and wishes of the Kaiser where these did not conflict with operational reality or the best interests of the army. In 1914 the post of Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres was held by Generaloberst Helmuth Johannes Ludwig von Moltke, who was replaced by General der Infanterie Erich von Falkenhayn in 1915. He was succeeded by Generalfeldmarschall Paul von Hindenburg in August 1916, whose deputy chief of the general staff – officially titled ‘first quartermaster-general’ (Erster Oberquartiermeister) – was General der Infanterie Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff. Irrespective of their formal military titles, von Hindenburg in reality became supreme commander of the army with Ludendorff as his chief of staff, the undoubted talents of each complementing those of the other. As von Hindenburg observed in December 1914, ‘General Ludendorff and I are inseparably bound together for the duration of this campaign, because we complement each other, and neither of us can do alone what we can do together’,104 while Ludendorff wrote of von Hindenburg after the war that, ‘Both our strategic and our tactical views completely coincided, a harmonious and trusting collaboration automatically resulted from this.’105 The joint role of these last two officers between 1916 and 1918 was absolutely pivotal to Germany’s war effort, strategy and operations.

Following the appointment of von Hindenburg as Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres, a treaty signed by all the chiefs of the general staff of the four Central Powers sought to regularize and confirm a common command structure for their forces – in effect subordinating them all to German leadership and overall command in a manner reminiscent of the arrangement by which the lesser German sovereign states subordinated their individual war effort to that of Prussia and the Kaiser. This was something that von Falkenhayn had already tried unsuccessfully to achieve. However, a treaty was signed and went some way to producing the desired result, although it inevitably fell short of the ideal result for which von Hindenburg and Ludendorff had hoped. As Ludendorff wrote after the war:


Mutual agreements were demanded [which tended to dilute its effect]. However, the agreements reached still gave to the German Supreme Army Command a certain authority that proved to be useful … A result of setting up the common war command was also that the allied [Four Power] Supreme Army Commands would turn to us when there were questions in dispute between them. [For example] The Bulgarian Supreme Army Command was very unwilling to deal on Balkan questions with the Turkish and Austro-Hungarian Army Commands. [And] They too preferred to deal with us than with the Bulgarian Supreme Army Command.106


Until January 1917 the full imperial and general headquarters – the Great Headquarters (Grosses Hauptquartier) – of the army moved to conform with German progress on the Western Front. On mobilization, the Grosses Hauptquartier was first of all in Berlin (2–16 August 1914), then Koblenz (17–30 August 1914), followed by Luxembourg (30 August to 24 September 1914), before moving to Charleville-Mézières on 25 September 1914, where it stayed until it moved to Pless (Pszczyna) in Silesia for four months on 20 September 1916. On 2 January 1917, the spa and a number of hotels and villas at the Rhineland town of Bad Kreuznach in the Nahe valley were requisitioned for use by the Grosses Hauptquartier and general staff, which were fully established there by 17 February 1917. However, the general headquarters directly controlling day-to-day operations on the Western Front remained at Charleville (although the Kaiser still retained nominal command of the principal groups of armies on that front). The imperial headquarters remained at Bad Kreuznach until 8 March 1918, when severe local flooding in January and February precipitated a move to Spa in Belgium, with the headquarters complete in Spa by early February, just two weeks before the start of the Kaiserschlacht offensive on 21 March. It remained at Spa until 13 November 1918.

In addition, after 9 May 1915, the Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres or the Erster Oberquartiermeister, with the headquarters operations staff section, occasionally formed a smaller command element away from the Grosses Hauptquartier. This group deployed to Pless and (alternatively, in 1918) to Avesnes in northern France for varying periods of time where events, forthcoming operations or the strategic situation required this, and where appropriate this group often included the Kaiser himself.

At the general headquarters on the Western Front in 1917, the Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres presided over the general staff, a branch dealing specifically with operations and ammunition allocation (see also details of the ammunition supply system in Part VII), and departments dealing with every branch or arm of the field army. These were headed by directors or senior officers and included a general of foot artillery, a general commanding the air service, a general of pioneer and engineer troops, directors of mechanical transport, signal communications, railways, survey, medical services, anti-aircraft guns, an intendant-general, and an inspector of chemical gas regiments.

It was recognized that the extent of imperial overview and involvement in the army’s operations in the Eastern and South-Eastern Theatres could not begin to match that of the Western Theatre, due to the considerable distances involved and the still relatively limited communications of that time. Accordingly, overall command in these two operational theatres was delegated to their respective commanders-in-chief, with an enhanced headquarters of the commander-in-chief on the Eastern Front (Oberfehlshaber Ost) providing the same staff capabilities – including the supply, allotment and control of ammunition, which was always a general staff responsibility – as those found in the general headquarters on the Western Front. Although the designation, organization and deployment of the German, Austro-Hungarian and Bulgarian forces in the east underwent several major changes between February 1915 and April 1918, it is broadly true to say that supreme command of these forces resided throughout with the German commander-in-chief.107 In the meantime, suitable arrangements were necessarily put into place to create army groups, usually of two to five armies, which took Austro-Hungarian sensitivities into account, while also grouping German forces alongside those non-German national contingents whose resolve or military capability were considered questionable by the high command.

3. THE GENERAL STAFF AND RELATED ORGANIZATIONS

The army’s general staff concept originated in Prussia and was carried forward vigorously into the wider German army in the mid-nineteenth century. Although staff systems in their earliest forms could be traced back to the Prussian army of the early eighteenth century, Generalfeldmarschall Helmuth Karl Bernhard Graf von Moltke had perfected the general staff model in 1857. Members of the general staff were the most competent and intellectually astute officers of the army, and appointment to the general staff was a highly competitive, selective and continuing process. The general staff dealt with all matters concerned with ‘the movement, quartering, engagement and mobilizing of the troops, and to warfare in general’. This last area of responsibility effectively provided a right and duty to be involved in all aspects of the conduct of operations. Despite this wide remit, the actual number of general staff officers was relatively small. There were just 200 in 1870, rising to no more than 250 by the end of the war with France in 1871, a total figure that hardly changed during the years leading up to 1914.

In 1914 the general staff (see table, overleaf) comprised two elements: the Great General Staff (Großer Generalstab) and the General Staff (Generalstab), which incorporated the Administrative Staff (Adjutantur). The Großer Generalstab comprised an elite core grouping of between 40 and 50 specially selected and particularly able general staff officers who were employed at the army general headquarters in Berlin, near to the Tiergarten and within two kilometres of the war ministry building. They worked directly under the chief of the general staff (Chef des Generalstabes) and his five senior general staff officers (Oberquartiermeisters), who served as department or section heads, dealing primarily with operations, movements and intelligence matters. These officers were in turn supported by a staff of up to about 260 permanently assigned, suitably qualified and specialist attached officers, not all of whom were necessarily general staff officers.

An example of the general staff’s consideration of future combat in the light of earlier conflicts was produced by Military History Section I (Abteilung I) of the Großer Generalstab in 1903. Developed under von Schlieffen’s auspices, the study Success in Battle and How Do We Strive for It (Der Schlachterfolg: mit welchen Mitteln wurde er erstrebt?) provided a detailed analysis of the conduct of these past campaigns and was accompanied by a companion volume of some 65 maps showing their course and development in considerable detail. Not surprisingly, particular attention was accorded to the Prussian and German successes against Austria and France in the nineteenth century, as well as the campaigns fought by Prussia’s Friedrich II (Frederick the Great) during the eighteenth century, in which the destruction of the enemy was paramount and of much greater importance than merely holding or seizing ground. This historical analysis resulted in deductions that reconfirmed the importance of the offensive, the need to concentrate force for maximum impact, the desirability of the indirect or oblique attack – and the vital importance of manoeuvre to achieve this last but potentially decisive tactical and operational goal. Such well-considered thought processes and studies typified the wider general staff’s approach to war planning and by this means it continually sought to prepare the army for its next great conflict.

The Generalstab provided fully qualified general staff officers throughout the army for employment mainly at army, corps and division-level. As part of their training these officers would also have successfully completed an attachment to the Großer Generalstab. At army-level their duties focused primarily on operations, orders of battle, tactics, training, deployment and allocation of operational areas, movements and traffic control, air service matters, signal communications, intelligence and the supply of ammunition to the artillery and infantry. The Generalstab staff was organized into sub-branches designated I(a) to I(d). Although the Generalstab areas of responsibility were clearly defined and focused upon planning for and conducting war-fighting rather than on more routine staffing matters – and were therefore distinct from those of the Adjutantur – aspects of both parts of the staff organization inevitably overlapped and involved varying degrees of interdependence, although the work and status of the Generalstab always took precedence over that of the Adjutantur.

Indeed, the Adjutantur was not strictly speaking part of the general staff, as it was mainly populated by officers who had completed and passed the three-year staff training course at the Kriegsakademie (the war college for general staff training) but who had not achieved a sufficiently high final result to win selection for service as general staff officers. Subsequently, officers of the Adjutantur generally served in a wide range of lower-grade staff appointments within corps, divisions and brigades.108 At army level they dealt primarily with matters such as personnel, honours and awards, promotions, leave, military chaplains, supply, transport, clothing and personal equipment, unit newspapers and news sheets, disposal of and accounting for captured material, unit organizations and establishments, non-operational reports and returns, billeting, counter-espionage, railway services, graves registration, and the replacement of guns, ammunition and horses as required. The Adjutantur also oversaw and controlled internal accounting and costing and all sorts of day-to-day routine reports, returns and paperwork. Its staff was organized into sub-branches designated II(a) to II(c). Two other administrative staff branches or departments at army level came under the broad ambit of the Adjutantur (rather than that of the general staff) but were organized as staff branches in their own right. Military law staff (Feldjustizamt) – staff section or branch III – dealt with disciplinary matters, including military policing and courts martial, while intendance (Intendantur) staff – organized into sub-branches IV(a) to IV(d) – dealt with medical and veterinary services and their officers and military officials, pay and allowances, postal services, rations, clothing, requisitions, anti-gas protection, and issues affecting the local civilian population.
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In peacetime, a well-established process was in place to produce and develop the army’s general staff officers and ultimately its highest ranked officers and commanders. Subject to being recommended for general staff training, officers who had completed three years’ service applied to sit an entrance examination that would admit them to the Kriegsakademie. Having passed the entrance exam and entered the Kriegsakademie, their next three years of concentrated staff training also included periods of service with units of the field army in order to ensure that their theoretical training and studies were balanced by practical experience. Rigorous assessment of the students continued throughout the course. This first step culminated in a very testing examination that determined the immediate future employment of the officer, either as an instructor at a military school, or as an adjutant (dealing with all aspects of the routine staff work and management of the army), or as a general staff officer. Of an annual Kriegsakademie intake of some 400 officers only 120 usually reached the final examination point, and of these at most about 25, but often no more than the top 10 or 12, were taken annually for general staff employment. No maximum or minimum quota for this was set, which allowed the selection process to be genuinely based upon merit.

These few outstanding officers next completed between two and three years attached to the Großer Generalstab in Berlin, where the training, education, assessment and selection process continued. Finally, those officers who successfully completed this period under the direct supervision of the chief of the general staff were assigned permanently to the general staff, although any subsequent decline in performance could result in an immediate return to regimental duty. Now qualified, these officers were employed in general staff appointments at all levels of command down to division; thereafter they progressed in rank and responsibility within the general staff system. Once fully qualified, more junior general staff officers still in the rank of Oberleutnant or Hauptmann could expect accelerated promotion to Major, achieving that rank at least six years before their non-general-staff officer contemporaries. For members of the general staff, theirs was a process of continuous personal professional development, which blended service with troops, staff work, travel and all forms of intellectual development to prepare them for the most important appointments and ultimately, where appropriate, for high command. Throughout their service, these officers enjoyed a deservedly privileged position and, when serving as the chief of staff of a formation, would invariably assume command of that division, corps or army in the absence of its commanding general. Their presence in every major headquarters, installation and organization also guaranteed the chief of the general staff a first-hand view of the activities and performance of every part of the army, together with an ability to influence these matters very directly.

Typically, the course of 1913 at the Berlin Kriegsakademie numbered just 168 officers. Their training schedule comprised 25 hours of formal instruction per week during the first and second years of the three-year course.109 Without the opportunity to revalidate it in the crucible of war, this system always had the potential to become inflexible or over-standardized, and a criticism levelled at the Kriegsakademie during the years leading up to 1914 was that it had increasingly concentrated upon operational and tactical matters to the detriment of more strategic studies, such as the correlation between military power, diplomacy and economic factors at a national and international level. This somewhat surprising weakness in the syllabus was despite the undoubted intellectual aptitude of general staff candidates and qualified general staff officers, all of whom were well capable of assimilating such instruction and analysing and discussing these issues. The emphasis upon operational matters at the Kriegsakademie was also at the expense of more time spent on intelligence, logistics and personnel issues, which reflected the long-standing Prussian preoccupation with what were still seen by many as the more glamorous or victory-winning aspects of war-fighting. The academic subject modules were either science-based, incorporating mathematics, physical geography and physics, or a combination of general geography and the French, English or Polish language. History also featured prominently in all subject mixes. Sport, private study and individual research were encouraged, and it was an officer’s individual responsibility to maintain a satisfactory standard of personal fitness.

Although the army became mired in the Stellungskrieg on the Western Front in France and Belgium for much of World War I, the general staff never wavered from its belief in the efficacy of manoeuvre in war-fighting together with the tenets and conclusions set out in documents such as the seminal study Der Schlachterfolg in 1903. The campaign against the Russians in 1914 served to reinforce the desirability of this sort of warfare and the success that the army could expect whenever it was applied. For the general staff, the Stellungskrieg was therefore an operational aberration, one that was unwelcome, temporary and forced upon the army by necessity but that was never allowed to supplant entirely the tradition of Bewegungskrieg (manoeuvre warfare), which lay at the heart of its operational doctrine. Nevertheless, by and large the high command and general staff adapted successfully to meet the new and unforeseen demands imposed upon it by trench warfare, adopting new tactics and technology to counter what was always viewed as a rather distasteful, unsought but unavoidable type of fighting. Consequently, throughout the years of Stellungskrieg in the west, the high command and the best minds in the general staff continually sought a means of returning to the oblique form of attack and achieving a breakthrough that would enable mobile offensive operations to resume, thereby restoring manoeuvrability to the army on the stagnated battlefields of western Europe. Not until 1918 did this at last become possible, but by that stage a range of strategic factors meant that it was already too late.
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4. CORPS, DIVISIONS AND BRIGADES

Although smaller than the staff of an army headquarters, the staff of a corps headquarters – with some 30 staff officers and 25 supporting military officials – was organized into the same sections or departments, I to IV, dealing with the same functions but at corps level. By 1917 this staff was responsible for three or four divisions, a significant increase on the two-division corps of the pre-war period. As the war continued on the Western Front, corps headquarters staffs remained more and more in posts within the same sector, many of these staff officers becoming semi-permanent by 1917, while the divisions within the corps would be rotated and redeployed as necessary.

At division level in 1917 the headquarters staff comprised between 20 and 25 officers and military officials including the commanding Generalleutnant. There were two general staff officers, two Adjutantur officers and three orderly officers. In addition, there were a divisional pioneer commander, a divisional signal communications commander and a commander of the divisional artillery, the latter’s own staff comprising one staff officer and three orderly officers. As well as these officers, the division headquarters included officers specifically responsible for supply, transport, intelligence, medical, training, salvage, anti-gas defence, headquarters internal administration, and veterinary matters, together with offices or staff sections dealing with intendance (a semi-civilian support branch largely manned by military officials rather than army officers and soldiers), administration, logistical supply, legal (the judge-advocates), chaplains, and postal (the division field post office, Feldpost).
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An infantry division usually comprised three infantry regiments and the other combat and supporting arms and services that supported them, all of which are described later in Parts VI and VII.

Until 1915 each division had four regiments. There were also two brigade staffs, each of which comprised a commanding Generalmajor, one staff officer, two orderly officers and two chaplains, with each brigade headquarters commanding two of the division’s four regiments. However, with the army’s progressive adoption of a three-regiment division organization from March 1915, the staff of one of the two brigade headquarters became redundant and so were either disbanded or reassigned to (for example) form the nucleus of a new divisional staff, or to fulfil some other role. Meanwhile, the other brigade staff was retained by the division to provide an additional level of command within that division. This arrangement simplified the divisional chain of command and speeded up the passage of orders; it also largely obviated the practical difficulties for division commanders who otherwise had no option but to deal direct with their regimental commanders on routine day-to-day and operational matters alike. The infantry Generalmajor brigade commander in infantry divisions now became the divisional Infanterieführer (infantry leader or commander), who would receive and expedite the division commander’s orders for all of the infantry of that division. At the same time, the divisional artillery commander conducted the equivalent action and passage of orders for all the artillery units (including any temporary allocation of heavy artillery) of the division.

5. RESERVE, LANDWEHR, ERSATZ, LANDSTURM AND ERSATZ-RESERVE FORCES

In addition to the ‘standing’ or ‘regular’ army that is the principal focus of this book, a number of complementary combat and service support forces provided reinforcing personnel or formed supplementary units and formations, most of which were absorbed into the wider active army by 1915. The significance of these diverse reserve and reinforcing organizations was considerable, as none of the strategic planning objectives and operations of the general staff were viable if undertaken by the standing army unaided by the considerable manpower of these various second-line or reserve forces, and the operational depth that they conferred upon the army once mobilized. These organizations – of which the majority were infantry – were categorized as Reserve, Landwehr, Ersatz (meaning ‘replacement’), Landwehr Ersatz, Landsturm and Ersatz-Reserve; age, prior military service and terms of service together were the main determinants of the composition and capabilities of the majority of men serving in such units. Although they first took the field following general mobilization, the importance of the Reserve and Landwehr units was particularly significant, and in the Ausmarsch of August 1914 no fewer than 113 Reserve infantry regiments, 96 Landwehr infantry regiments, 86 Ersatz infantry battalions and 21 Landwehr Ersatz infantry battalions marched to war alongside their comrades of the standing army. By 1918 there were more than 40 Reserve divisions, 30 Landwehr divisions and five Ersatz divisions.

The pre-war rules affecting an individual’s service liability in the Reserve and then in the Landwehr and Landsturm are dealt with in Part IV, but in wartime these rules and the consequent transfer process were largely suspended in order to maintain the fighting strength of the active army. In summary, however, peacetime service in the standing army was followed by up to five years as a reservist, which meant that many Reserve units enjoyed an enviable professional reputation due to the number of veterans in their ranks (albeit that a reservist’s training obligation was quite limited). The Reserve was expected to bring the standing (or regular) army speedily up to war strength on mobilization as well as forming additional Reserve units. In peacetime, once an individual’s reservist liability ended he would be transferred to the Landwehr.

The Landwehr provided a large and generally competent second-line force to support the standing army with formed units of infantry and cavalry, although individual Landwehr soldiers might also be required to fill posts within units of the standing army. The supporting services also included Landwehr units. There were two levels or ‘bans’ of Landwehr service: the first for men aged 27 to 32, the second for men aged 33 to 38, all of whom had completed service with the standing army and Reserve service of various periods (the duration of these being dependent upon the arm or branch of the army in which the soldier had served originally). Although its ranks were filled with older men, and its units were arguably less current than those of the Reserve, a considerable number of Landwehr units gave good accounts of themselves in battle and wore with much pride the distinctive cross emblem that identified them as Landwehr troops. Having completed his Landwehr service, the former (and now much older) soldier was transferred to the Landsturm, where he served alongside young men aged between 17 and 20 awaiting call-up and with little or no military experience, and men like him who were aged 39 to 45 and who were completing their final period of military obligation to the Fatherland. The age and realistic capabilities of the majority of its personnel reflected the principal role of the Landsturm as a home defence force, although it could also be required to provide men and units to reinforce the active army in times of great crisis – and by 1917 the military situation was such that many Landsturmmänner (Landsturm soldiers) found themselves serving close to or behind the front-lines in Europe.

By late 1917 almost 1,300 Landsturm units – most of which were infantry battalions, although Landsturm cavalry squadrons, artillery batteries and pioneer companies also existed – were in the army order of battle, with Landsturm infantry battalions grouped together into 40 regiments committed against the Russians on the Eastern Front, although few Landsturm units were employed in the front-line elsewhere. Most provided garrison troops, prisoner-of-war guards, fortress garrisons (in Germany), coastal defence forces, frontier guards on German borders with neutral nations, training units and line-of-communication security units. The Landsturm also provided troops to garrison occupied territories, supporting the military governments (General-Gouvernments) in Poland, Serbia, Romania and Belgium. An unarmed Landsturm manned by personnel unfit for any sort of military duty also existed, these men being employed exclusively in various categories of labour, construction and agricultural harvesting units.

Finally, the Ersatz-Reserve was formed to provide personnel to meet the manpower needs of the standing army on mobilization with men physically suitable for full-time military service but who had for various reasons been exempted from undergoing the usual obligatory period of such service in peacetime but who had attended regular training sessions during their twelve years with the Ersatz-Reserve. In practice, many of these men were transferred into Reserve divisions following the army’s mobilization, at which time almost one million men were already categorized as members of the Ersatz-Reserve.

6. COLONIAL FORCES

In 1914 there was no German colonial or imperial overseas army as such. The country’s overseas territories and protectorates were largely policed and defended by a mix of indigenous forces trained and led by German officers and NCOs, together with numbers of regular German troops serving overseas either as volunteers or as members of an established military garrison or naval port facility. A pre-war aspiration in Berlin to strengthen the military presence in Germany’s overseas territories was hardly beyond the concept stage in August 1914, so any intended enhancements were well and truly overtaken by the outbreak of the war. Details of the service uniforms and equipment of the colonial forces are described in Part V.

Overall direction, policy and high-level control of colonial military, paramilitary and police forces were carried out by the military branch of the colonial office in Berlin, where an Oberst (colonel), assisted by a general staff Hauptmann (captain) and a military official with a small supporting staff, dealt with key matters affecting the protectorates worldwide. In so far as the systems of communication of the time allowed, this small staff directed and worked in conjunction with the various German governors and local military commanders responsible for the day-to-day security and administration within these territories. This included acting as final arbiter for resolving disputes or appeals submitted by these civil and military authorities or, in exceptional circumstances, referring such matters to the Kaiser for consideration by his ministers and high-level advisers. Only during the early months of the war did the strategic importance of these often isolated overseas garrisons become clear, when the loss of those in the Far East and Pacific region had a significant impact upon German maritime capability and operations.

Prior to 1914 the involvement of the general staff in the activities of the protectorate military forces was tenuous at best, while the demise of most of the German protectorates, overseas garrisons and territories at an early stage of the war meant that the activities of the Fatherland’s colonial troops continued to be regarded as a sideshow by Berlin, and certainly so by the general staff and main army in Europe. But despite the relatively small part played by most of these forces, and the fact that their activities were generally confined to the very beginning or early years of the conflict (other than in German East Africa), any account of the Kaiser’s army would be incomplete without a brief description of them.110 In the case of the German military action in Africa, however, the campaign fought by the protectorate troops (Schutztruppen) in German East Africa against British imperial and Portuguese colonial forces right through to 23 November 1918 was highly significant at the tactical and (arguably) operational level, although it failed to achieve the wider strategic impact upon the war in Europe that Berlin had hoped for. (The importance of the campaign conducted by von Lettow-Vorbeck in German East Africa is recognized by the prominence afforded to it in Part II.)

In north-east China, the German military presence in Kiao-chau province, the Shantung peninsula and at the major garrison and naval base of Tsingtao in August 1914 mainly comprised marines and naval personnel. These were organized as a marine infantry force of almost 1,000 men, two machine-gun sections, a marine mounted infantry company, a marine field artillery battery, a marine pioneer company, a naval artillery unit approximately equivalent to a three-battery Abteilung, and various medical, intendance, specialist and administrative personnel; a grand total of 2,556 Europeans in China and a further 1,183 personnel based in Germany to provide depot facilities and train personnel for duty in the China garrison. As well as the main military force, there was a locally engaged police force in Kiao-chau of about 100 armed Chinese, officered by Europeans, as well as a further 400 reservists available to reinforce the garrison if necessary. As related in Part II, Tsingtao succumbed to a Japanese-British force of more than 60,000 troops on 7 November 1914, following a brief siege, which effectively ended the German military and naval presence in China and the Far East.

Although Germany’s overseas territories also included various Pacific islands and island colonies, including Samoa, the Mariana Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Solomon Islands, the Bismarck Archipelago and Kaiser Wilhelm Land (part of New Guinea), the military presence in these territories was minimal, usually no more than a locally engaged, lightly armed, indigenous police or paramilitary force officered by Europeans. Consequently, all of these isolated outposts of the German empire – and the strategically vital maritime refuelling and support facilities they safeguarded – were overcome by Japanese, New Zealand or Australian forces by early 1915. The loss of these territories resulted in the German navy being denied access to the wider Pacific region, compounding the already serious impact of the fall of Tsingtao the previous November.

The German military presence was much more substantial in Africa. In Togoland the police supplemented by a battalion of indigenous troops together totalled about 1,200 men, including about 200 Germans. A larger military force in Kamerun (Cameroon) comprised 1,735 troops organized as twelve companies of indigenous Schutztruppen and an artillery detachment, all led by European officers and NCOs. By April 1915 the total number of companies had risen to 34, although the original twelve companies still provided the most effective part of the Kamerun defence force. This military force could be supplemented with an armed police force of 1,255 indigenous policemen and 28 European police officers and superintendents. In German South West Africa, European troops predominated, with about 1,970 officers, NCOs, military officials, medical and veterinary officers, and including about 1,444 European other ranks. In addition, there were 589 indigenous soldiers. This force included nine infantry companies, three mountain artillery batteries, each of which fielded four guns, three machine-gun sections, three hospitals, and a range of supporting supply, medical and specialist depots and other facilities. The protectorate could also call on some 988 European and indigenous police and up to about 3,000 reservists to reinforce the regular German garrison of Schutztruppen. Despite increases in the total number of military and police companies after August 1914, these were largely negated by the disbandment of six of the original nine Schutztruppen companies during the period prior to the German surrender in Kamerun in July 1915.

Similarly, the Schutztruppen in German East Africa were quite well-armed and organized, although in that protectorate’s defence force Sudanese and indigenous troops – the Askaris – predominated in its fourteen infantry companies (each of which was supported by about 50 locally engaged porters). Fielding overall more than 40 artillery guns of various types, and with three machine-guns per 171-man infantry company, the force was well placed to conduct the sort of campaign on which von Lettow-Vorbeck embarked from 1914. Although the military force numbered just 260 Europeans and more than 2,500 Sudanese and other indigenous troops in August 1914, this could be supplemented by a further 53 European and 2,140 indigenous members of the police force. Local militia-style units and a potential to call up as many as 3,500 reservists produced a total of up to 8,000 men under arms to defend German East Africa at the beginning of the war, and von Lettow-Vorbeck steadily increased the number of Schutztruppen under his command to more than 14,000 by 1918. In terms of companies, in March 1915 there were nine Schutzkompanien, 29 Feldkompanien and two reserve companies, and by early 1916 von Lettow-Vorbeck commanded about 60 companies of all types. However, by November 1917 the force that he took into Mozambique numbered just fifteen companies, and only twelve companies were still fully operational in the German East Africa theatre when the Armistice was signed in Europe.


PART IV
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OFFICERS AND SOLDIERS

FOR MANY DECADES PRIOR TO 1914 and throughout the war, the army’s officers were categorized either as combatant or technical, the former being members of the combat arms and principal support services, while the latter category included personnel who owed their status within the army to their particular professional skills or expertise. These technical officers included medical officers (Sanitätsoffiziere), veterinary officers (Veterinäroffiziere), ordnance and artificer officers (Zeug- und Feuerwerks-Offiziere), and fortress-construction officers (Festungsbau-Offiziere). A third category of specialist military officials (Militärbeamte) also existed, with its more senior personnel enjoying a status equivalent to that of the combatant and technical officers. The Militärbeamte included judge-advocates (Kriegsgerichtsräte), intendants (Intendanturräte), paymasters (Zahlmeister), and chaplains (Militärgeistliche).

Promotion up to the rank of Major was processed at regimental level, while that from Oberstleutnant was dealt with on an army-wide general list. An exception to this was the career progression of qualified general staff officers, whose promotion was accelerated and managed separately even for more junior general staff officers. For most officers, promotion was not rapid and was frequently based primarily on seniority rather than on the actual appointment held. It was also affected by whether or not the nation was at war. Typically, an officer commissioned at age 20 might expect to be promoted from Leutnant to Oberleutnant at age 25½ in wartime or 29 in peacetime, to Hauptmann at 29¼ or 36, to Major at 42 or 45½, to Oberstleutnant at 50 or 52, to Oberst at 54¼ or 54½, to Generalmajor (commanding a brigade) at 57 or 58, to Generalleutnant (commanding a division) at 61 (irrespective of whether in wartime or peacetime), and to General der Infanterie, der Kavallerie etc. (commanding a corps) at 65 or 65½ years of age. However, in late 1917 the average age of division commanders was 58 and that of corps commanders 62. This reflected the attrition of senior commanders during the earlier war years, as well as the demanding nature of high command in wartime.

In peacetime, the officer class or caste (Offiziers-Kaste) was a distinct part of German society – to varying degrees this had been so since the late seventeenth century, especially in Prussia – and an important element of the nation’s social structure and wider national culture. Ultimately, officers owed their appointment and subsequent advancement to the Kaiser (in Prussia) and to the heads of state of Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg in the military forces provided by those states, and this was reflected in the social status and privileges that selection to serve as an officer attracted.111 Nevertheless, officer service was no sinecure, and once appointed an officer was required to achieve and continue to develop his professional skills and expertise to the highest standard. Career progress depended upon regular assessment and testing, both in an officer’s actual employment and in carrying out the duties required at higher levels of command. While this process was always demanding for any officer, it was especially so for those candidates selected as potential members of the general staff. Whatever path an officer’s career followed, there was a comprehensive network of specialist and general military training schools and academies to maintain his currency, efficiency and effectiveness throughout his service; short shrift was given to any who failed to make the grade through idleness, negligence or indiscipline.



Combatant Officers: Ranks and Levels of Command
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After 1871, until the Boxer revolt in China in 1900 and the two campaigns to deal with tribal rebellions in German South West Africa between 1904 and 1907, opportunities for an officer to prove himself and validate the effectiveness of his training on active service with German military forces were virtually non-existent. In a bid to broaden their experience and professional skills, some individual officers of the regular army did serve with the forces of other nations, either on loan, filling staff or other appointments within units and headquarters, or as training advisers. German officers were particularly strongly represented as trainers and staff officers in the Turkish and Bulgarian armies. Consequently, where the forces of such nations became embroiled in local conflicts any attached German officers were usually able to observe or involve themselves in the action to varying degrees. However, while the experience gained by such officers was invaluable, such exploits would rarely if ever attract official endorsement from Berlin due to the political and diplomatic implications of what might be construed as active military involvement by Germany in a foreign war.

On retirement, an officer who had fully retired could retain his rank title with the suffix ‘a.D.’ (Außer Dienst). Alternatively, officers who had completed at least eighteen years’ service could, on retirement, ask to be placed on the list showing that they were willing to serve again in the event of a national mobilization. These officers were permitted to continue to wear uniform in retirement and carried the suffix ‘z.D.’ (zur Disposition) after their rank title. An officer removed from an appointment or command in wartime for any reason, but whose obligatory term of active service had not been completed, was automatically placed ‘zur Disposition’ and thus liable for further military employment, albeit (dependent upon the particular circumstances) this would probably be in a less demanding and less prestigious support, training or Germany-based role.

1. OFFICER SELECTION AND TRAINING

Before the war, most combatant officers hoping to gain a regular commission and make a full career in the army would enter the army soon after completing their secondary level education. This system was summarized by a young English cavalry officer serving with a Prussian hussar regiment at the turn of the century. Soon after his arrival in the regiment he wrote about the process by which officers of that regiment were selected in the pre-war era, entering the army either as cadets (Kadetten) or probationers (Fahnenjunker):


There were two ways leading to an active commission. One was by way of a military college, or ‘Kadetten Corps’, of which there was one for Prussia, near Berlin, another at Dresden for the Saxon Corps, and a third at München for the Bavarians [as well as others elsewhere in Germany]. Prussia had besides these a number of preparatory institutions whence emerged on holidays, quaint little persons of serious deportment, dressed in the dark blue infantry uniform. These ‘Kadetten Korps’ gave a sufficiently good education, leaving out Greek from the curriculum in favour of French and English which languages, however, generally vanished into oblivion after a few years soldiering. The Cadet education had this advantage, that youngsters acquired some of that sense of responsibility which is the chief result of our own [British] public school system. They rose in time to a position analogous to that of prefect, on strictly military lines of course. A further advantage of this avenue to a commission was that a cadet joined his regiment with the rank of a non-com[missioned officer]. The other way to a commission led through the high schools, and this was the more popular among parents as it kept youngsters under constant home influence. These were generally the better educated, but they joined up as privates; physically, cadets were the hardier. On both lines of approach the first step taken when the lad was about to pass his final examination was the choice of a regiment. This was governed by the factors that influence parents and offspring in other countries under similar circumstances. Supposing then that a martial-minded youth decided to become a 9th Hussar, it was necessary to find out first, whether that regiment would take him. If his family were of suitable social standing and able to afford the gratification of having a hussar among them, the youngster would be invited to [the officers’] mess to be looked at. If he were found suitable on first acquaintance, he would join up as soon as a vacancy occurred and placed under the instruction of a senior subaltern who acted as dry-nurse to him. He would live out of barracks and was expected to take most of his meals at mess, a somewhat trying discipline this, as he would have to spring to attention whenever an officer entered the room or addressed him – but it was wholesome. His work was that of any ordinary trooper, but he would be promoted to non-com within a year if he had not already, as a cadet, joined with that rank, and then he would be sent to a Kriegsschule, this was an establishment where young ensigns, as they were generally called, were put through a course similar to that given at Sandhurst and Woolwich. At the end of this period the youngster returned to his regiment, the officers of which then had to decide whether they considered him suitable as a comrade. Certificates and testimonials from the Kriegsschule carried some weight, the opinion of the officers yet more, and if all agreed in favour of a candidate, a document to that effect was signed first by the junior subaltern and so on up to the C.O. It seldom happened that a candidate was turned down at the last moment, and when it did happen, the ruling of the regimental officers was rarely overridden by higher authority’.112
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Infantry Officer, c.1914–15






The principal focus for cadet training was the main cadet institution (Haupt-Kadetten-Anstalt) at Gross-Lichterfelde near Berlin, with a further ten schools, each linked directly to an army corps military district, at Potsdam (Guard Corps), Köslin (Koszalin) (II Corps), Naumburg an der Saale (IV Corps), Wahlstatt (Legnickie Pole) (V Corps), Bensberg (VIII Corps), Plön (IX Corps), Karlsruhe (XIV Corps), Oranienstadt (XVIII Corps), München (I Bavarian Corps), and Dresden (XII Saxon Corps). The daily routine in all of these cadet schools was generally much the same and followed a predictable pattern, with a cadet’s weekday programme typically including the routine shown overleaf.

The standards within these military colleges varied, both within those of a given German state – Prussia, Bavaria and so on – and between those of the various states. The supervisory and disciplinary regime in the cadet schools was certainly strict, and the process of physical hardening sometimes severe. However, the extent of bullying, abuse and homosexual perversion therein has undoubtedly been much exaggerated by various critics of the German military state, as have some of the more lurid tales of womanising and wholesale drunkenness on the part of cadets. Nevertheless, the cadets undoubtedly viewed the army officers they one day aspired to be as role models, and where amorality, arrogance or class prejudice was exhibited by a member of the officer corps many cadets would not unnaturally emulate and adopt these traits themselves.113

A cadet usually completed a course lasting two-and-a-half years, which culminated in him sitting an ensign’s examination (Fähnrichsprüfung) that either qualified him as a Leutnant (those who passed with the highest marks) who would join his regiment at once or as an ensign (Fähnrich), whose status was broadly equivalent to that of an officer cadet with NCO responsibilities. The latter were required to undergo a further nine months’ training at the Kriegsschule, after which they were posted to units with the temporary rank of Leutnant, but still on probation, with a permanent commission subsequently granted only once their professional and personal qualities had been assessed and approved by the unit’s other officers.

In the meantime, the probationer (Fahnenjunker) entrant described earlier, who had either qualified as a candidate for a commission through his academic achievements or by passing the Fähnrichsprüfung, joined his chosen unit as an ordinary soldier. He had also to have completed his seventeenth year, be a German citizen, physically fit, unmarried, debt-free and certified by the commander of his chosen unit or regiment as likely – by virtue of parentage, intelligence and previous conduct – to be worthy of membership of the officer corps. After three months he would normally be promoted junior corporal (Gefreiter) and after a further three months, if still assessed suitable and formally certified as such by the unit commander, he would attend a Kriegsschule for up to nine months. Thereafter, he was promoted ensign (Fähnrich) and joined his unit for further training, usually fulfilling the duties of an Unteroffizier for a period while still officially an ensign before eventually being promoted Leutnant, with this final step always dependent upon his favourable endorsement by the unit’s officers and its commanding officer.



Cadet School Typical Weekday Programme (c.1910)
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As mentioned in Part I, another route to gaining a commission in peacetime was as a one-year volunteer (Einjährig-Freiwilliger), this form of service leading to a commission as a reserve officer. Although still a somewhat lesser being than the regular officer, the reserve officer was none the less accorded all the status that his uniform demanded. Very many members of the middle class aspired to become an Offizier der Reserve and were by no means deterred by the peacetime requirement for the aspiring reserve officer to undertake to clothe, feed and equip himself during his service. Indeed, in peacetime, membership of the corps was often a prerequisite for advancement in many walks of civilian life, especially government service, and such matters were generally considered a small and entirely acceptable price to pay. While their education, application and enthusiasm for military service meant that a considerable number of these reserve officers later proved to be extremely proficient and professional, many still held views every bit as reactionary as those of their more aristocratic comrades in arms, being just as fearful of losing all that they had achieved to the same perceived socialist threat that so haunted those officers whose roots lay in the aristocracy and who regarded the burgeoning industrialized society in Germany and elsewhere in Europe with a considerable degree of trepidation and suspicion.

While their initial selection for membership of the officer corps was hardly less rigorous than that of career officers, the terms of service and engagement for reserve officer candidates (Offizier-Aspiranten) involved just a year of full-time service, during which they had to pass a special examination to continue the process. Having completed their year’s service and successfully passed the exam, they were transferred to the Reserve, still as Offizier-Aspiranten. Subsequently these would-be reserve officers had to complete two annual training periods, pass a further qualifying exam and continue to be reported upon favourably and recommended by the unit commander. With these mandatory requirements completed successfully, the Offizier-Aspiranten would in due course achieve a commission in the reserve of officers. During his subsequent years of service there was an obligation to attend training periods of four to eight weeks three times annually, which ensured that the officer was right up to date and professionally competent, while also allowing him to develop his career as a reserve officer and enabling his further promotion as an Offizier der Reserve. The army’s reserve of officers included not only these men but also any regular career officers retiring with less than eighteen years’ service (who joined either the Reserve or the Landwehr, depending on their age). In 1913 there were some 23,000 reserve officers and 11,000 Landwehr officers.114

The practice of promoting officers from suitably competent senior NCOs inevitably widened during the war, and this was well anticipated in the pre-war years with specific arrangements in place to commission retired senior NCOs who ‘are of good character and have held a suitable position in civil life’115 to fill Leutnant posts on mobilization. These men had to have completed twelve years’ service and retired as a company sergeant major or Warrant Officer Class 2 (Feldwebel) or a vice-sergeant major (Vizefeldwebel), or the equivalent ranks in other combat or support arms and branches. On mobilization these men were promoted as Feldwebelleutnant (literally, ‘sergeant major lieutenant’). Meanwhile, other suitable NCO candidates who had held lower ranks and retired after eight years’ service could also be promoted Feldwebelleutnant on mobilization, but only for employment in Leutnant posts in the Landsturm, and then only on condition that they were not assessed fit for service with the field army.

The onset of war and the need to replace officer casualties triggered various changes in the arrangements to produce suitably qualified and trained officers. Although the peacetime system was maintained in principle and as far as circumstances permitted, the exigencies of the time inevitably forced some changes and modifications. Reflecting in particular the casualties amongst those officers commanding at platoon level, the promotion of NCOs to acting officer (Offizier-Stellvertreter) was authorized with the proviso that they should not command above platoon level. Neither were these officers entitled to the full privileges of a properly qualified officer (although they were accorded this status while serving in the field), and on demobilization or discharge they were required to revert immediately to the rank of Feldwebel or Vizefeldwebel. However, where his performance in the field justified it, an Offizier-Stellvertreter could be promoted Feldwebelleutnant, thereby allowing an albeit relatively limited degree of career progression for these men who had been promoted from the NCO ranks in time of war.116

Although the selection criteria and various peacetime routes to achieving commissioned rank in the army continued as far as practicable after 1914, they were necessarily modified where appropriate to meet the increased need for officers in wartime. Specifically, the training of potential officers or officer candidates (Offizier-Aspiranten) was reduced in duration and became more focused and – arguably – even more demanding. As an expedient, the number of reserve officer commissions was increased significantly as the war progressed, with the nomination by each front-line regiment of up to ten Offizier-Aspiranten at any one time being authorized. Numbers of these men might already have demonstrated their ability and leadership qualities in action, and the usual cycle of training and assessment to produce an officer of the Reserve was compressed into a special two-or three-month course (Offizier-Aspiranten-Kursus). These courses were generally conducted at training centres based upon the principal peacetime military training areas (Truppen-Übungs-Plätze)117 in Germany or at centres established in the rear area behind the front line.

The Offizier-Aspiranten-Kursus usually had between 1,600 and 2,000 students under instruction, being organized as a four-battalion regiment, with each battalion sub-divided into four 100-man companies, each of three platoons. Each centre was headed or commanded by an Oberstleutnant of the general staff, with each battalion commanded by a Major of the regular army and companies commanded by wounded or convalescent captains (Hauptleute) and subalterns (Oberleutnante and Leutnante) temporarily attached to the centre. Deliberately, the required standards of professional competence, intellectual ability, discipline, personal integrity and conduct were set particularly high and acknowledged the relatively short duration and intensity of these courses. Many officer candidates inevitably failed during the course or at the final examination and assessment stage, and so were returned to their unit. The extent of the practical content of the Offizier-Aspiranten-Kursus underlined the need for these training centres to have ready access to permanent training areas and live-firing ranges, and this was borne out by the training subjects in the Offizier-Aspiranten-Kursus syllabus.

In 1917 the course programme typically included tactical lectures and briefings by officers from units at the front and a twice-weekly tactical problem to be considered using 1:100,000 scale maps, then discussed and resolved on the ground, with written notes, sketches and diagrams required to support a student’s solution. In addition, there was usually a half-day tactical exercise in the field each morning, with the exercising units formed and commanded at company and platoon-level by the students and opposed by a live enemy force of one or two platoons. In addition to the advance, attack, defence, movement and other basic tactical procedures, the practicalities of resupply, casualty evacuation, bridging and obstacle crossing, camouflage, construction of field defences, bunker and trench construction were taught and practised. Basic weapon handling was complemented by training with trench mortars, grenades, explosives and the capabilities, application and direction of artillery support. In parallel with the practical work, the Offizier-Aspirant was trained in less tangible matters such as the officer corps’ code of honour, relationships with superior officers, fellow officers, subordinates and civilians, disciplinary and social responsibilities and personal conduct and standards. Each day there was a short assessment or examination of the student’s knowledge of these more theoretical subjects; every day also included a period of drill and weapon training with the rifle.118

For those candidates who successfully reached the last hurdle, there was an examination set in several parts, including drill at battalion level, writing assessments and reports, an oral examination, a written examination, and a final inspection by the training centre commander. Once these final tests had been passed successfully, the officer candidate was required to complete a further short probationary period in his unit as a Feldwebel or Vizefeldwebel, at the end of which – if still assessed suitable and professionally competent – he was promoted Leutnant der Reserve. For the wartime Offizier-Aspirant, the six-month path to a reserve commission might have been relatively short compared with that of his peacetime counterpart, but it was unquestionably more demanding, and this was borne out by comparatively high failure rates on these courses.

Although the vast majority of these wartime-commissioned reserve officers thoroughly deserved their promotion and performed their professional duties to the highest standards, for some the abbreviated path they had followed to commissioned rank, together with the less traditional social or class background of many, could produce uncertainty concerning their wider status within the officer corps. While their war-fighting abilities were largely unaffected, their relationship with those they commanded – and almost without exception they were commanding no higher than at platoon and company level – were sometimes less easy than those enjoyed by regular officers and reserve officers who had achieved commissioned rank before the war. A former student, now a recently promoted Gefreiter (junior corporal), writing on 27 December 1916 offered his own retrospective observations on the changing officer–soldier relationship during the first eighteen months of the war:


During the first months of the war, the officers were mainly active or reserve officers who had already received their commissions in peace time. These superiors were responsible and strict on duty and comradely and caring after duty. Therefore the relationship between officers and troops was then quite good, often excellent. But slowly this relationship changed for the worse, when the reserve officers trained during the war became platoon and company commanders. They were lacking any sense of duty with regard to the troops. The platoon and company commanders were very strict with the men and observed the rank difference very carefully. They made sure not to socialize with their subordinates without realizing that the same men were supposed to serve their country faithfully, taking great risks and even making the ultimate sacrifice.119


Although this insight by an educated junior NCO is enlightening, it requires certain caveats. Clearly the writer’s condemnation of all wartime-commissioned reserve officers is too sweeping. Next, we know nothing of the writer’s personal circumstances or any prejudices he might have held. He might well have clashed with a particular officer or officers in his own unit; the fact that he took almost two-and-a-half years of wartime service to achieve the rank of Gefreiter might well indicate this. But, most importantly, by late 1916 the stalemate on the Western Front had shown to all ranks that the general staff’s original plan had failed, and the heady optimism of 1914 had been largely displaced by a new and grim reality. In such circumstances, where morale and motivation might have begun to suffer in some parts of the army and doubts about Germany’s war aims were beginning to emerge – alongside an undiminished need to continue fighting and if necessary dying for the Fatherland – there was an unavoidable and increased need for combatant officers (especially at unit level) to stiffen discipline and resolve. In many cases this could only be achieved by officers who might have been able to adopt a more relaxed style during the early part of the war now necessarily distancing themselves from the troops they commanded, especially where an officer’s social and military origins lay amongst those same men he was now required to lead, or order, into battle.

2. NCO SELECTION AND TRAINING

While clearly different from that of an officer, the status of an NCO (Unteroffizier) attracted its own type of kudos and respect both within and outside the army: the civilian employment prospects and opportunities for a former NCO were virtually assured, especially where this was in any other sort of government or official service. During his service, the importance of the NCO cannot be understated. They provided a vital link between officers and ordinary soldiers, they were essential to the maintenance of discipline, and – where they had accumulated years of experience – they could provide an invaluable source of advice for a newly commissioned or newly appointed officer. As the war progressed, the NCO corps necessarily had also to provide battle-hardened junior commanders (commissioned as the Feldwebelleutnante or Offizier-Stellvertreter described earlier) to compensate for the officer casualties sustained in front-line units.

A summary of the main NCO ranks in use in 1914 indicates the multiplicity and correlation of specializations, ranks and appointment titles involved. These fell into three widely separated and distinct bands or categories. The first band broadly equated to that of warrant officer, with these senior NCOs readily identified both by their insignia and also by their entitlement to wear an officer-style sword knot (Unteroffiziere mit Portepee or Portepeeunteroffiziere). The sword knot (Portepee) was hung from the sword hilt or (in the field) from the side-arm. It was made of a double leather strap interlaced with silver wire, being almost 40 centimetres in length, with a silver wire sword knot at its end. Next came those NCOs whose rank grade was broadly that of a sergeant, whose rank insignia was generally similar but who were not entitled to wear the distinctive officer-style sword knot (Unteroffiziere ohne Portepee). The third category included the junior NCOs. The insignia worn by the principal ranks of all three categories of Unteroffiziere is shown in the colour plate section. Although the ranks of Obergefreiter (of Foot Artillery) and Gefreiter were equivalent to corporal or bombardier and lance corporal respectively in other armies, in the German army they were not officially categorized as NCO ranks, with the soldiers holding these grades having the status and responsibilities of senior soldiers within the broader category of ‘rank and file’ or ‘other ranks’ (Mannschaften). Consequently, they were shown on unit nominal rolls along with the riflemen, fusiliers, grenadiers, gunners, pioneers, troopers, musicians, tradesmen and other specialist private soldiers. Although not by definition NCOs, the insignia worn by Obergefreiters and Gefreiters is also shown in the colour plate section.

In peacetime the selection and professional training of NCOs was straightforward, with a number of NCO preparatory training schools (Unteroffizier-Vorschulen) admitting boys or young men aged between 14½ and 17 years for a formal two-year course. The syllabus focused upon developing character, integrity and physical abilities as well as providing a more general education. These NCO preparatory schools were at Bartenstein, Greifenberg (Pomerania), Fürstenfeldbruck (Bavaria), Annaburg, Wohlau, Jülich, Sigmaringen, Weilburg and Marienberg (Saxony). At the end of the two years, by then aged between 17 and 20, the student moved to an NCO training school (Unteroffizier-Schule), where he was required to complete a further two years of predominantly military training. These schools were at Potsdam, Jülich, Biebrich, Weissenfels, Ettlingen, Marienwerder, Treptow an der Rega, Fürstenfeldbruck and Marienberg.120 At the end of this course the successful NCO candidate was promoted Unteroffizier and posted to a regiment; those who had not passed out sufficiently well would be posted in more junior NCO ranks, or even as ordinary soldiers, and would then have to earn further promotion based upon their subsequent performance in the unit. The NCO qualifying training was provided free of charge to the individual. Individuals who had not attended an Unteroffizier-Vorschule were required to complete three years at the Unteroffizier-Schule. A requirement imposed upon all NCO candidates in peacetime was a commitment to serve four years with the army once trained.



Non-Commissioned Ranks and Appointment Titles (1914)



	Unteroffiziere mit Portepee (Portepeeunteroffiziere)




	Oberfeuerwerker

	Chief artificer




	Feldwebel

	Warrant Officer Class 2, company sergeant major (infantry,




	 

	pioneers, foot artillery)




	Wachtmeister

	Warrant Officer Class 2, squadron (cavalry) or




	 

	battery sergeant major




	Vizefeldwebel

	Vice or junior sergeant major (infantry, pioneers, foot artillery)




	Vizewachtmeister

	Vice or junior squadron (cavalry) or battery sergeant major




	Fähnrich

	Ensign




	Wallmeister

	Staff sergeant of fortifications




	Zeug-Feldwebel

	Sergeant major of ordnance




	Obermeister

	Staff sergeant of artillery technical establishments




	Berittener Feldjäger

	Mounted courier




	Unterveterinär

	Sub- or assistant veterinary surgeon




	Stabshoboist

	Band sergeant




	Stabshornist

	Sergeant bugler




	Stabstrompeter

	Sergeant trumpeter




	Pauker

	Kettle drummer (Garde du Corps)




	Gendarmerie-Wachtmeister

	Sergeant major of Gendarmerie




	Unterarzt

	Sub- or assistant surgeon




	Zahlmeister-Aspirant

	Aspirant paymaster with sergeant major rank




	mit Feldwebel Rang

	 




	Unteroffiziere ohne Portepee

	 




	Sergeant

	Sergeant




	Feuerwerker

	Sergeant artificer




	Oberfahnenschmied

	Sergeant farrier




	Oberlazarettgehilfe

	Chief hospital assistant




	Gendarme

	Gendarme




	Zeug-Sergeant

	Sergeant of ordnance




	Zahlmeister-Aspirant

	Aspirant paymaster with sergeant rank




	mit Sergeant Rang

	 




	Unteroffiziere

	 




	Unteroffizier

	Under-officer




	Oberjäger

	Under-officer of rifles




	Hoboist

	Bandsman




	Hornist der Jäger

	Bugle bandsman of rifles




	Trompeter

	Trumpeter




	Lazarettgehilfe

	Hospital assistant




	Regiments-Tambour

	Regimental drummer




	Bataillons-Tambour

	Battalion drummer




	Hornist der Fußartillerie

	Bugler of foot artillery and pioneers




	und der Pioniere

	 




	Fahnenschmied

	Farrier




	Oberbäcker

	Chief baker




	Zahlmeister-Aspirant

	Aspirant paymaster with under-officer rank




	mit Unteroffizier Rang

	 




	Oberhandwerker des Trains

	Chief tradesman or craftsman of the train (logistical units)




	Mannschaften

	 




	Obergefreiter

	Corporal or bombardier of foot artillery




	Gefreiter

	Lance corporal, or junior or acting corporal or bombardier








In peacetime, only about 25 per cent of NCOs came from the Unteroffizier-Schulen and, as it was and remains so in most armies, many NCOs were promoted from the ranks, where their initial selection was based upon proven performance, experience and evidence of leadership and administrative potential. At or towards the end of their committed period of active service – usually about the four-year point – suitable candidates would be offered a financial bounty to re-engage, when they would receive a higher rate of pay and special training leading to promotion to NCO rank as an Unteroffizier, usually after a further two years’ service. However, in wartime such selection and training was necessarily curtailed quite drastically, and the promotion process was much accelerated. By 1917, potential NCOs were routinely identified and selected by commanding officers and sent to division- or corps-level training centres for NCO training in-theatre, at depots in Germany, or to attend special NCO training courses at army level (Unteroffizier-Lehr-Kurse). Generally, the aim was to return the qualified NCO to active duty with his unit as soon as practicable. Accordingly, some corps also maintained a training company (Lehr-Kompanie) in each regiment, with the ability to train and qualify NCOs as and when required. The duration and content of these training regimes varied with the arm, branch or type of unit and the theatre involved, but a basic grounding in NCO duties in the field and administrative and disciplinary responsibilities generally featured in every course. Another expedient employed by 1917 in order to maintain adequate numbers of infantry NCOs was to select, train and promote suitable cavalry troopers to NCO rank and then post them to infantry units, recognizing what was often the higher calibre or intelligence of the average cavalryman compared with those found in the infantry!

3. SOLDIER RECRUITMENT IN PEACE AND WAR

In peacetime, soldier recruitment was overseen by the Guard Corps and 24 army corps districts in Germany, each of which was required to recruit, train and equip sufficient personnel to man two infantry divisions, two cavalry brigades and the necessary support and technical personnel; this action was carried out by regimental depots within the army corps area. The only exceptions to the general principle of recruitment by a corps for service with that corps were the Guard Corps, which recruited throughout Prussia and Alsace-Lorraine, and the two corps based in eastern and western Lorraine, for which numbers of men were recruited from the rest of Germany. Although recruiting was for a single imperial army, the separate identity and continuing sovereignty of the German states was taken into account by a requirement enshrined in law for each state to provide specific manpower quotas expressed as a percentage of the overall army, Württemberg providing four per cent, Saxony seven per cent and Bavaria eleven per cent. By far the largest contributor was Prussia, which (together with the remaining smaller states) provided the balance of 78 per cent of the army.
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Each army corps district was divided into four or five brigade districts, each of which was sub-divided into two or three Landwehr districts (Landwehr-Bezirke). For large towns and cities, complementary Landwehr-Inspektionen were established to administer the recruitment process in these more populous areas.

By 1900 the army was dealing with a regular throughput of soldiers fulfilling their obligatory liability to military service (Wehrpflichtig), which applied from an individual’s seventeenth birthday until his forty-fifth. Exemptions and deferments due to ill health or a need to continue or complete civilian professional, academic or trade training were accepted where appropriate.121 Overall, the quality of the ordinary soldiers remained generally high, with the majority still coming from the rural rather than from the urban areas despite the fact that by the early years of the twentieth century almost 60 per cent of the population inhabited the towns and cities. Men conscripted from the rural areas were usually physically fitter and more robust than their urban counterparts, often bringing with them the natural skills of the countryman, including a knowledge of the horses upon which the army still depended for most of its logistic and artillery support. On the other hand, the introduction into the army of increasingly sophisticated weapons and equipment, notably modern artillery, engineer equipment and motor transport (with some 4,000 motor vehicles including steam-engines in service by 1914), meant that recruits drawn from rural areas needed to be balanced by appropriate numbers of men from the country’s industrialized and more technologically-orientated urban areas.

At age seventeen, all of these young men automatically became liable to serve between two and three years with the national home defence force, the Landsturm, this service usually beginning from the start of their eighteenth year. From his twentieth year a man was required to serve two years with the regular (or ‘standing’) army, followed by four or five years as a reservist. These periods of regular (or ‘colour’) and reserve service were followed by five years with the ‘first level’ or operational part of the national second-line reserve force, the Landwehr, and then service with the ‘second level’ of the Landwehr until 31 March of his thirty-ninth year. The second level of the Landwehr was designed to serve as a reserve and reinforcing force for the first-level Landwehr units. During his time as a reservist and with the first level of the Landwehr, the soldier would usually be recalled each September to attend for a two-week period of refresher or update training, although he could be required to complete two such training periods annually. For cavalry troopers and horse artillerymen the regular and reserve commitments were increased to three and four years respectively, but these additional years of service were compensated by a reduction in their Landwehr liability to three years of ‘first level’ Landwehr service before moving to the ‘second level’. Once a reservist moved to the second level of the Landwehr he was not required to attend further training periods in peacetime. Finally, the citizen soldier was assigned to the Landsturm until his military service liability finally ceased at age forty-five, at the conclusion of up to 28 years in uniform as a regular and as various types of reservist. Unavoidably, few if any of these men experienced any form of active service or combat during their regular or reserve service. (Some of the exigencies and difficulties of maintaining discipline, motivation, training standards and operational readiness in the Kaiser’s army in peacetime are described in Part I.)

In practice, the number of men called up year-on-year during the pre-war period regularly exceeded that required to sustain the army and the navy, which resulted in the creation of a supplementary reserve (Ersatz-Reserve). This was comprised of men who were otherwise fit for military service but whose family, business or economic circumstances made their full-time military service undesirable or inappropriate. Also in the Ersatz-Reserve were men who presented with minor physical ailments or disabilities that would not debar them from service in time of war but which fell short of the high physical standard of most of those called up for service. The Ersatz-Reserve commitment lasted twelve years, with a liability to attend three periods of training annually, although few actually underwent this training. After twelve years, Ersatz-Reserve men who had undergone training passed to the second level of the Landwehr, while the untrained men were assigned to the Landsturm. In 1914, there were about one million men aged 20 to 32 in the Ersatz-Reserve.

Although the broad principle of liability for military service from age 17 to 45 continued to be applied even after the outbreak of war, it was modified to accommodate the army’s manpower needs in wartime. Now, a recruit could be sent to the front before he attained the age of 20. Next, all of the automatic age-based transfers of personnel from the active army to the reserve and thereafter to the various levels of Landwehr and Landsturm were suspended other than in the case of those men incapacitated by wounds or sickness. At the same time, men were required to remain available for military service beyond age 45. Finally, in September 1915, the army was given authority to re-examine men previously rejected as unfit for service and to conscript them if it was assessed that they could now serve. For all recruits, their induction into the army in wartime began with the registration of their name on the local area Landsturm list (Meldung zur Stammrolle) when they became seventeen. In due course, they had then to attend a medical inspection (Musterung), when their physical suitability for active service was assessed.122 Finally, all recruits judged fit for active service would receive a call-up notice (Einziehung) requiring all in that age-based recruit class to report to a depot for training and subsequent deployment to a field army unit. Those men whose physical ability to serve was constrained or impaired for any reason were directed to Landsturm units.
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Infantry Recruit, c.1914–15



In addition to recruits called forward in their class on the due date, men over seventeen could also volunteer for active service in advance of being called up, while older men who had already been transferred to the Landsturm could also volunteer (which removed any subsequent service liability in peacetime). These volunteers (Kriegsfreiwillige) were much in evidence in 1914 but less so from 1915, with not more than about five per cent of each class called up from 1915 being Kriegsfreiwillige.

Surges in soldier recruitment between 1914 and 1918 and the speeding up and compression of the well-established national call-up system reflected the vagaries and progress of Germany’s war, with most of the Reserve and the Landwehr called into active service on mobilization in 1914, supplemented by much of the Ersatz-Reserve in 1915. The class of 1914 was called up as planned at the end of September, producing an army of more than a million men in total. These recruits were inducted over a three-month period and received between three and four months of depot training in Germany before joining their units at the front. During 1915 casualties sustained during the initial offensive and subsequent fighting during the winter of 1914 were largely replaced by Landsturm personnel and by advancing to the spring and summer the call-up of men due to be conscripted in 1915. In addition, bringing forward to August–November 1915 the call-up of men due to be conscripted in 1916 meant that the 1915 call-up class members were sent to the front after four months’ training, while those of the 1916 class received between four and five months’ training before being deployed.
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Firing a Gew 98 from a simulated trench




The losses incurred during the severe fighting in the summer and autumn of 1915 prompted further measures to redress the resultant front-line shortages, with men originally assessed permanently unfit for military service now reassessed and men in reserved occupations in agriculture and industry no longer automatically exempted.123 This process was continued, with the 1917 class called up eighteen months early, in January and May 1916, and in a number of cases these men were sent to the front after only three months’ training – this due to the need to replace men lost in the hard-fought battles for Verdun and on the Somme. In a further escalation of the call-up programme, the 1918 class was actually called up two years early, between September 1916 and January 1917, when its members were mainly involved in providing manpower for the creation of new infantry regiments. Meanwhile, groups of men who would not normally have expected to have been called up until 1919 found themselves beginning their active military service in January, February, May and June 1917, some two and a half years early.

By 1917 the ‘front fighter’ had emerged as the archetypal German soldier of the period, ‘with his steel helmet, bedraggled uniform, burning eyes and drawn face … imperturbable, toughened by the daily horror surrounding him, apathetic, resourceful, independent to the verge of insubordination; the man to whom war had become daily, bloody, hard work stripped of all the gay trappings that formerly used to conceal its worst horrors and of all its pseudo-heroics.’124 The 1919 recruit class was the last to be committed to the battlefield, for although the 1920 call-up class was mustered for the usual initial assessment process in spring 1918, none of its members were subsequently called up for active service before the war ended.

4. DEPOTS AND RECRUIT TRAINING

Recruit induction training was carried out at regimental depots in peacetime, with a substantial element remaining at a regiment’s one or (in the case of most infantry regiments) two depots after general mobilization to continue to administer and train recruits and to provide reinforcements for the parent unit. For infantry, foot artillery regiments and Jäger and pioneer battalions these depots, including their recruits under training, were of battalion size. For a cavalry regiment it was squadron size, and for a field artillery regiment it was an Abteilung (equivalent to three batteries). Typically, an infantry regimental depot numbered between 1,000 and 1,200 men overall. New recruits initially joined the regimental depot’s recruit training units (Rekruten-Depots) – each of which was about 400 strong and organized into four groups or sections – for basic training before moving on to join one of the depot’s three or four replacement (Ersatz) companies. These companies were each of 100 to 200 trained men (but who carried out further training and field exercises while in these companies), all ready to be sent to the active unit as and when required. The regimental depot also had a convalescent company and a company of men assessed fit only to carry out garrison duties – but with regular reassessment of the readiness of these men to return to full military service. In wartime, regimental depots also provided a focus for the formation of new units, and (less usually) they might also be required to send drafts of trained men to reinforce regiments or units other than their own, and very occasionally even to units of another army corps district.

Until early 1915 recruits usually followed the well-established peacetime route from the regimental depot’s Rekruten-Depot to its Ersatz company and thence to the active unit. However, from February 1915 recruits at the regimental depot completed a short period of basic training during just one to three months before being sent to a field recruit depot (Feld-Rekruten-Depot) in the corps or division rear area within the active theatre of operations. These Feld-Rekruten-Depots usually comprised four to six companies, each of 200 men, and were in many respects ‘battle camps’ tailoring the recruit’s final training to the operational needs of the specific division, corps and theatre. They conducted this in a training environment that permitted levels of realism, urgency and physical and mental challenges (and with an ever-present awareness of the close proximity of the enemy just a few kilometres away) that was generally impossible to achieve at the traditional regimental depots in Germany. Feld-Rekruten-Depots were directly linked to the corps or division they sustained and so moved if the parent corps or division redeployed to another sector; accordingly, arrangements such as the cross-posting of training personnel were put in place to maintain the training continuity and capability provided by a field depot in a specific sector. These battalion-strength depots were regarded not only as training units but also as an immediate source of reinforcements in an emergency, as well as serving occasionally as front-line units in their own right in quiet sectors. On one occasion a recruit battalion carrying out construction work behind the front in 1916 became directly involved in the battle of the Somme, while in 1917 companies from a Feld-Rekruten-Depot were deployed in extremis to stem the Allied attack at Cambrai.125

Increasingly from 1915, the Feld-Rekruten-Depots largely displaced the requirement for all new recruits to be processed through a Germany-based Ersatz company, and from the Feld-Rekruten-Depot they could easily be moved straight to their front-line unit when needed. In mid-1916, in the wake of the fighting on the Somme, recruits were regularly sent on to their front-line units with only two or three weeks’ training at the Feld-Rekruten-Depots. Meanwhile, back at the army-corps military-district regimental depots in Germany, the traditional role of these depots’ Ersatz companies continued, although their ranks were now increasingly filled with trained men recently recovered from wounds and with part-trained men, with the Ersatz companies providing such men with updating or ‘top-up’ training before they joined or rejoined units at the front.

5. PAY AND ALLOWANCES

In 1914 the daily pay (Löhnung) of an ordinary regular soldier was about 33 Pfennige (100 Pfennige = 1 Mark).126 This pay was credited every ten days on the first, eleventh and twenty-first day of each month, with a month set at 30 days for accounting purposes. In addition to their basic pay, newly joined soldiers received an initial allowance of 7.10 Marks (dismounted personnel) or 8.80 marks (mounted personnel) to purchase cleaning materials. However, pay rates rose during the war, with that of NCOs increased by 20 per cent from 21 December 1917, and that of the ordinary soldier by 33 per cent. This meant that by 1918 a private soldier serving in the field received 70 Pfennige daily, while an NCO received 75 Pfennige for a Gefreiter, 1.60 Marks for an Unteroffizier or Fähnrich, 2.25 Marks for a Sergeant or an Unteroffizier with over five and a half years’ service, 2.53 Marks for a Vizefeldwebel or Vizewachtmeister, and 5 Marks for a Feldwebel or Wachtmeister. These rates were slightly lower where the NCO or soldier was serving in Germany rather than in the field. In addition, an NCO on flying duties received 5 Marks per day. A daily rate of separation allowance was also admissible for married NCOs, and in July 1917 this was 1.60 Marks for a wife but no children, rising to 2.10 Marks for a wife and one child, 2.60 Marks for a wife and two children, with a further 60 Pfennige paid for each additional child.



Daily Rates of Pay for Officers (1914)



	Rank

	Daily Rate of Pay (Marks)




	Leutnant and Oberleutnant (years 1 to 3)

	4.10




	Leutnant and Oberleutnant (years 4 to 6)

	4.60




	Leutnant and Oberleutnant (years 7 to 9)

	5.20




	Leutnant and Oberleutnant (years 10 to 13)

	5.70




	Leutnant and Oberleutnant (over 13 years’ service)

	6.60




	Hauptmann (years 1 to 4)

	9.33




	Hauptmann (years 5 to 9)

	12.60




	Hauptmann (over 9 years’ service)

	14.00




	Major and Oberstleutnant

	18.00




	Oberst (in command of a regiment)

	24.00




	Generalmajor (in command of a brigade)

	30.50




	Generalleutnant (in command of a division)

	49.50




	General (in command of a corps)

	87.60





Officers’ pay (Gehalt) was credited monthly, in advance, on the first day of the month. The actual rate paid varied according to whether or not an officer was in a command appointment or a specialist appointment, the length of time he had held a given rank, or if he was for some reason employed in a post inappropriate to his actual rank. For senior officers, command pay (Dienstzulage) was specifically authorized for officers commanding brigades and higher formations: in the table of daily pay rates that additional Dienstzulage element has been included where a command appointment is indicated.

The pay of junior officers improved markedly during the war, and by late 1917 a newly joined Leutnant would expect to be paid 8.33 Marks per day, rising to 10.33 Marks after one year of service. By that stage, officers’ pay rates took proper account of situations where a junior or middle-grade officer was required to command at or above the usual level for his rank, so that a Leutnant or Oberleutnant commanding a company received 12.33 Marks, a Hauptmann commanding a company 21.83 Marks, while a Hauptmann commanding a battalion was paid 24.33 Marks; all of which represented significant improvements on the old pre-war rates. The only significant additional allowance paid to officers in wartime was flying pay, which was the same as that for NCOs, at 5 Marks per day.

6. DISCIPLINE

Contrary to popular belief, the disciplinary regime experienced by the ordinary soldier was generally hard but fair, rather than harsh and mindless. Discipline in Prussian and Saxon units was frequently more rigorous than in those from Bavaria, although there were numerous exceptions to this generalization. Throughout the army, esprit de corps and patriotism served both to motivate the soldiers and to inculcate in individuals an overriding desire not to fail the unit by an act of indiscipline. This fear of failure reflected a soldier’s loyalty to and pride in his unit, his state – Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, etc. – and the Fatherland. Apart from that, a fair and well-managed disciplinary system was a important contributor to unit and individual morale, which in turn affected a unit’s combat effectiveness. Accordingly, at regimental level and above, a well-established due process of investigation, summary dealing and higher-level legal action was followed, being modified where necessary in time of war.

The disciplinary process usually followed a familiar pattern whether at unit level or at a court martial. In 1900, Lieutenant Colonel B. Granville-Baker, a British cavalry officer then attached to a Prussian hussar regiment, noted that:


When the squadron commander was confronted by a case that called for severer (sic) treatment, there was no impressive display of visitors [witnesses, etc.], under escort, to call upon the commanding officer. It was the adjutant who took the matter in hand as a kind of court of inquiry at which a subaltern assisted, generally in silence. The case, by this time voluminously recorded, would according to its gravity go before either a regimental [disciplinary hearing] or what would correspond to a district or general court-martial in the British Army. As long as the matter remained in the regiment the chances of fair treatment were pretty certain. But if the case had to go further, there intervened a separate judicial institution, the military lawyer. These men were real lawyers, not soldiers playing at it, and were the best-hated (sic) men in the army. They wore uniform, bore a sufficiently sonorous title, and assumed a martial air. The lawyer first held an inquisition at which a subaltern assisted. The procedure consisted of examining accused and witnesses, and taking down their statements.127


These lawyers or judge-advocates (Kriegsgerichtsräte) were on the staff of every corps headquarters, and the advice they provided after their preliminary inquiry into a case usually determined whether or not it should go for court martial.


A court-martial consisted of members of the rank of the accused and upwards, in the case of a trooper there would be three privates, three non-coms and so on, the principle being that the accused should be freely tried by his comrades of all ranks [and therefore no private soldiers would be present if the accused was an NCO]. The members of the lowest rank gave their verdict first, and it was wonderful how they arrived at the opinion of the officers attending the court, without any apparent collusion. Anyway, all the members, as a rule, arrived at the same conclusion and it was not invariably the same as that of the lawyer [who had both presided over and conducted the court-martial proceedings].128


During the war, some relatively minor offences attracted more severe sanctions than might have been so in peacetime. Various accounts129 indicate that in 1918 incorrectly fitted equipment or carrying a rifle slung about the neck rather than on the shoulder could attract fourteen days’ arrest. Men who fell out on a route march in a rear area of the Western Front in August 1916 were subsequently required to carry out additional route marches every Saturday night until the unit moved up to the front. In June 1917 a Bavarian unit imposed extra drill in full marching order for soldiers who shot their rifle badly. In May 1917 a Landwehr pioneer soldier was (contrary to the military penal code) sentenced by his company commander to two months serving in an exposed position on the front line following a short period of absence without leave. However, such matters should be considered in the context of front-line service. Carelessly fitted or poorly maintained equipment could delay a soldier bringing his rifle into action and therefore impacted upon his overall effectiveness. Men who could not march affected a unit’s operational capability and needed additional fitness training and hardening. A soldier whose poor performance in the field was due to idleness, wilfulness or carelessness might well benefit from a sharp reminder of the vital importance to his comrades and to the wider unit of every individual achieving the required standards. Lastly, while the military authorities in May 1917 properly recognized the illegality of deliberately placing the Landwehr pioneer at risk of death or of wounding as a form of punishment, the need to discourage absenteeism in wartime (and, in its more serious form, desertion) was undeniable.

In the combat zone, where arrest was hardly an option, soldiers could be tied (Anbinden) to a cartwheel or tree for a period of time, usually up to two hours, in the open and irrespective of the prevailing weather conditions. On the Eastern Front, at least one documented case (but undoubtedly there were also others) revealed a local reinterpretation of the duration of this humiliating and physically harsh form of punishment, where two hours of Anbinden were deemed equivalent to one hour of the period of arrest or detention that might otherwise have been awarded in non-operational circumstances, thereby increasing the actual severity of the usual punishment awarded for a given offence. Meanwhile, the use of various forms of Anbinden on the Western Front are also well documented.130 Although Anbinden was an officially authorized form of military punishment in wartime, its continued use was reviewed by the war ministry with the high command in December 1915, with a majority subsequently recommending that it should cease. However, it was not finally abandoned until March 1917.131

The most serious offences were disobeying a direct order, disobedience as part of a group (which might trigger mutiny), defection (by actively seeking to become a prisoner-of-war), or desertion (to the rear area or back to Germany). In theory, while not mandatory other than for defection, any and all of these actions could result in the death penalty for a convicted offender, together with confiscation of all his domestic property and loss of German citizenship, with his relatives losing their entitlement to state benefits. Where appropriate, defection was to be treated as treason. For all of these offences, an amnesty was not to be expected, neither was the application of a statute of limitations. Despite the death penalty being a very real and ever-present option, it is noteworthy that between 1914 and 1918 the German army executed no more than 48 men who had been found guilty of capital offences and sentenced accordingly.132

One means of leaving the front line without immediately attracting comment or the unwelcome attention of an officer or NCO was to report to the regimental aid post for treatment of some minor ailment. Having left the forward area, a would-be absentee or deserter could then join the daily flow of military movement rearwards to one of the railheads or stations, there to board a train back home to Germany.133 The reasons that might prompt a soldier to desert were many: fear of death or injury, the denial or lack of home leave, a family or other personal crisis, a clash with an officer or NCO in the unit, or sheer war-weariness. However, exhaustion, shellshock or similar combat-related or stress-related traumas were present in virtually every case, and ‘The common feature of the soldiers who deserted [in late 1916] was that they looked pale and distraught, had trembling hands, and that they deserted jointly or had at least talked with comrades about their plans or had received help from others. Some had been buried alive in previous battles and were unable to keep their balance when closing their eyes.’134 Predictably, the number of desertions on the Western Front reflected the intensity of the fighting, with all parts of the army experiencing significant increases in absenteeism, desertion and self-harming from mid-1916, a trend that continued throughout 1917.

Some soldiers sought a temporary respite from the fighting – possibly to avoid involvement in an imminent offensive – but at the same time not wanting to be categorized as deserters. In these cases, having successfully absconded from the front line and returned home to Germany, such men would later report to their regimental depot and admit that they were absentees. Although still subject to disciplinary action, by that stage the faraway offensive would probably be over, or they would have had time to deal with whatever personal issues had prompted them to go absent in the first place. On the other hand, soldiers might also abscond from their unit but then remain in the forward area with no intention of permanent desertion or of risking arrest while travelling back to Germany. On 24 September 1916, Anton Haimbacher, a soldier in the Bavarian 16th Reserve Infantry Regiment, went absent for fourteen days, which he spent amongst the troops of a neighbouring Prussian regiment – with the full knowledge and support of these troops, who provided him with food and shelter during those two weeks.135 Arguably, a greater understanding and acceptance of the exigencies and often traumatic effects of front-line service appears to have existed in the German army (particularly in Bavarian formations) than in the armies of some of its opponents. As a result, the Germans were generally much more lenient than their British, French and Italian enemies when dealing with absentees and deserters, especially during the early years of the war. At the same time, it was not uncommon for German regiments to choose deliberately to deal with cases of absenteeism and desertion within the unit, rather than by instigating formal disciplinary proceedings such as courts martial. Formal disciplinary proceedings unavoidably became a matter of official record seen by the high command and could therefore reflect adversely upon the unit as a whole, raising questions about the ability of its commander, officers and NCOs to promote and maintain unit morale and discipline.

Nevertheless, by the late summer of 1918, with men absconding in unprecedented numbers and morale deteriorating, the right and duty of officers and NCOs to ‘use their weapons in order to enforce obedience to their orders in cases of urgent need and extreme danger’ was reinforced in a series of directives. Issued by the high command during July and August that year, these directives emphasized that ‘these requirements will be routinely satisfied in cases of the refusal to go to the front lines or into position, in cases of leaving the position against order and in front of other men, or generally in cases of explicit insubordination or of plain insubordination combined with the existence of the danger that mutinous agitation could be spread, [and] if other means to enforce obedience are not at disposal or are exhausted.’136 Under the same directives, military police units were also authorized to employ deadly force to deal with similar situations involving deserters found in the rear area – it is unclear on how many occasions officers, NCOs and military police may have resorted to shooting soldiers summarily in order to restore a critical situation or to prevent a mutiny.

7. RELIGION

If discipline was one factor influencing a soldier’s behaviour, religion was another, although perhaps less so by 1914 than it had been during the Franco-Prussian War almost 50 years earlier. In 1914 most of the army’s Pickelhaube and shako plates still bore the words ‘MIT GOTT FÜR KOENIG UND VATERLAND’ (‘With God for King and Fatherland’), while the belt plates of Prussian and Baden soldiers were stamped with the motto ‘GOTT MIT UNS’ (‘God With Us’). In 1914 the principal faiths in Germany were Protestantism and Roman Catholicism, with the former predominant in the northern states such as Prussia and the latter widely followed in the south in the states of Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg; nationwide the overall balance was broadly fifty-fifty. Other faiths, such as Judaism, were generally tolerated and freely followed, but on a much smaller scale, and while instances of anti-Semitism were recorded from time to time (as they were elsewhere in Europe), religion was not a major factor affecting a soldier’s career or day-to-day military service, even for an officer.137

By 1899, the once-prominent role of religious observance in the army’s routine had clearly diminished in significance, as Granville-Baker observed during that year:


You seldom met a padre; he appeared not to fit exactly into the social box, or perhaps he did not want to do so. You might meet one at some big dinner, where he would open the proceedings with a lengthy grace in classical German which you heard nowhere but in the pulpit or on the stage, and then he would settle down to the business of the evening, eating. There was no elaborate church parade on which we turned out in our best [uniforms] and looked lovely, except on New Year’s Day, and as we had generally been seeing the old year out, the next morning’s programme was carried out without enthusiasm. On All Saints’ Day again, we did no work, but dressed in our best, went to the [Trier military] cemetery and listened to orations which gave obvious satisfaction to the deliverers thereof. Otherwise church-going was a modest affair: a small party of men looking bored rather than devout, would march off to the garrison church under command of a non-com to join compulsory devotees from the infantry regiments. It appeared that there was not sufficient room in the garrison church for a full-bodied effort by the whole regiment [the 2nd Rhenish Hussar Regiment, No. 9], and when once in a while the hussars were given a larger amount of accommodation than usual, the occasion was graced by the presence of a subaltern. And even then we did not put on all our glory; we left our plumes behind.138


Nevertheless, it is a truism that religion, the role of the church and the need for the clergy all usually experience a significant upsurge in time of war, particularly within military organizations. The army in post-1914 years was no exception to this, with some men rediscovering their faith or gaining one where none had existed before, while others eventually abandoned such beliefs amidst the mayhem, death and destruction they experienced on the Western Front. Whatever the case, military chaplains (Militärgeistliche) were attached to every major headquarters, field hospital and unit down to regimental level, and in some cases down to battalion level. There they conducted church services and ministered and provided pastoral care to the living, although a very significant part of their duties was providing the last rites and an appropriate burial for the fallen.

In their sermons and discussions of faith with the troops, many Militärgeistliche strove with varying degrees of success to bring together as a single concept the soldiers’ patriotic duty, the rightness of Germany’s cause and the various churches’ religious messages, although this was generally more evident in the case of Protestant chaplains than those of the Roman Catholic faith. Whereas Protestantism was accepted by many Germans as the Fatherland’s national religion, Roman Catholicism was historically more global and universal in its nature. Consequently, although generalizations can be misleading, it was broadly true that in Germany the Protestant approach to the war regularly continued to blend nationalism with religious dogma, while that of Catholics remained more firmly faith-based.

Before the deployment of the Bavarian 6th Reserve Division to the Western Front in 1914, the division’s Protestant chaplain, Oscar Daumiller, told the soldiers of the Bavarian 16th Reserve Infantry Regiment that they were ‘going to fight a holy war for the just cause of our people’ and urged them to be prepared ‘should they be called by God to a holy death’.139 Meanwhile, during the first months of 1915, the soldiers of that same (predominantly Roman Catholic) regiment, by then occupying positions on the Western Front, ‘attended services, first and foremost, not from boredom [the regiment was largely engaged in routine defensive duties at that stage] but out of a sense of strengthened religious feeling; they prayed in private using their rosaries and flocked not just to the services but also to confession and to the other Catholic sacraments.’140 Although the destruction and loss of life that ensued during more than two years of warfare later caused Protestant chaplain Daumiller to doubt privately the ‘holy’ nature of Germany’s war, outwardly he remained steadfast in what he perceived to be his patriotic duty. At a service on 27 November 1916, his sermon proclaimed that those who had recently fallen in battle had ‘found a hero’s death in the battle trenches at the hand of a rifle or machine-gun bullet or of an artillery projectile. About them it is appropriate to say: “There is no more beautiful death in the world than to die at the hands of the enemy and fall upon green meadows in the open field.” The battlefield has become their grave.’141 However, for many soldiers who had experienced the horrors of those two years of fighting at first hand, the intended morale-boosting and motivating effect of such words from military chaplains of any religious persuasion was significantly less than might have been so during the last six months of 1914.

Whether Protestant or Catholic, for German civilians and soldiers alike, Christmas (Weihnachten) has occupied a special place in the nation’s religious observance and culture ever since the mid-seventeenth century, but for soldiers at war and far from home Christmas always had a particular poignancy. In the evening of 24 December 1914 the festival was celebrated by much of the army in the field in the time-honoured and traditional way, with a church parade. Artillery Gefreiter Herbert Sulzbach, whose battalion was quartered in the village of Pont-Faverger in the area between Verdun and Rheims, recorded the event in his diary.


It’s snowing, a proper Christmas atmosphere. We are given inoculations, and at 5 [p.m.] there’s a church parade; a big garage has been transformed into a church. On each side of the altar a fine Christmas tree is bright with candles, and ‘palms’ have been put up all round the walls. The officers sat at the front, with the choir on the left, and the men standing behind. It was all so solemn and uplifting that you had tears in your eyes even before you heard the strains of Silent Night. We were all much moved and felt quite melancholy, each of us taken up with his own thoughts of home. Then our battery celebrated Christmas in our own back yard, under a splendid tree of our own – it was a Christmas Eve worthy of the name, and very beautiful too.142


Predictably, the main faith followed in a given regiment or unit in 1914 reflected that of its recruiting base and the part of Germany where its depot and parent army-corps military district were based in peacetime. This was frequently illustrated by differences in the character of Prussian units, which were mainly Protestant, compared with those from Bavaria or Württemberg, whose soldiers were predominantly Roman Catholic. Typically, Prussian officers and soldiers were more pro-war and accepting of an ideologically sacred duty to fight for the Fatherland than were their south German counterparts.

In due course, however, individual and group cross-postings and unit inter-corps deployments to meet operational needs meant that the religious composition of many units became much more varied as the war drew on. In any event, the irony of each side believing that God was on their side and theirs alone was epitomized by Private Sydney Fuller, a British soldier of the 8th Battalion the Suffolk Regiment, who recorded that a German army prayer book found in a bunker at Poelcappelle on the Western Front in 1917 bore the title Mit Jesus in das Feld and included a colour plate showing ‘Jesus looking with pity on a dead German soldier’. He observed that the British army version of the same prayer book had exactly the same title – With Jesus in the Field – and inside featured a colour picture that was only different from the one in the German version in that the dead soldier wore khaki instead of field-grey. He commented ‘the feeling experienced on seeing that picture compared with one of our own, [was] that the whole war was a horrible mistake’.143

It would be disingenuous to imagine that the strength of traditional religious faith and implied patriotism recorded by Herbert Sulzbach at Christmas 1914 (when the high command and most soldiers still believed absolutely in Germany’s cause and were still confident that victory for the Fatherland was still well within its grasp) continued unchanged through the war, or to believe that no German soldier had experienced similar doubts to those expressed by Sydney Fuller in 1917. Separate pastoral reports144 forwarded to the Roman Catholic diocesan head office in Passau, Lower Bavaria, from the parishes of Höhenstadt and Holzkirchen for the period 13 June to 16 July 1916, dealing with the subject of military chaplains, included the following observations:


Last year the military chaplains in the field were praised for their unselfish work and the religious and moral attitude of the soldiers was duly highlighted. But during the second year of the war, some changes have apparently occurred. A farmer’s son from the parish, whose behaviour used always to be impeccable before the war, writes: ‘The war has stirred up hatred and brutality among the men. The religious and moral improvement that the early period of the war brought to the army has vanished and things are worse than they were before the war.’ Another one writes: ‘Some time ago praying was very popular, now it is swearing.’ Some soldiers on furlough also ventured to make comments about army chaplains. One said: ‘Military chaplains are hardly ever around.’ Another one said: ‘Chaplains only mingle with the officers, but not with the troops.’ ‘In the morning a field chaplain encouraged us to hold out undaunted by death, in the afternoon he got drunk and was seen with a French woman.’


As ever, it would be wrong to generalize, for there were undoubtedly very many army chaplains who upheld the highest standards of their calling. However, the challenge faced by chaplains of all religious faiths as the war drew on should not be underestimated. As the same diocesan report observed, ‘The seeming lack of success of prayers, the long duration and terrible brutality of the war have caused many soldiers to doubt God’s justice and omniscience so that they do not bother about religion any more.’

8. BEHIND THE LINES: THE SOLDIER OFF-DUTY

In principle, troops were granted two weeks of home leave – including travel time – after a year of service in the front-line. Generally, the two-week home leave period policy was achievable and granted wherever possible, although of course many soldiers did not survive a full twelve months at the front. Also, the wider operational situation and associated priorities might at any stage result in the cancellation or postponement of a soldier’s planned leave.

Periods of home leave were in addition to any rest periods taken individually or as a unit in reserve within the rear area of the theatre of operations. There a varied range of canteens, bakeries, field kitchens, laundry and barbering arrangements, and locally organized recreational facilities and activities attempted to cater for the off-duty soldier’s more immediate needs. One of the army’s horse-drawn military cobblers’ wagons might also be available to enable running repairs of boots and equipment to be carried out. At these in-theatre rest areas, which were frequently still within range of the enemy’s heaviest artillery weapons as well as subject to occasional air attack, the accommodation would usually be above ground and sometimes tented but where possible based upon a fortified village or town, or an existing complex of bunkers or concrete emplacements not in use for defensive purposes. Near to the ruined village of Achiet, in July 1918, Ernst Jünger’s company was billeted in a mix of blockhouses and dugouts set into the side of a deep cutting. There the soldiers shared the area with the anchorage for a captive observation balloon and with a tank repair unit, clear evidence of their close proximity to the forward combat zone.145

During the early part of the war the army used ‘rest’ periods for intensive continuation training, but in due course commanders judged that this was counter-productive as it was clear to all that ‘The men know how to use their arms. They use them every day in the line.’ Accordingly, although these periods out of the line usually included some sort of formal drill parade, which provided an opportunity for a senior officer to address the soldiers and perhaps for Iron Crosses to be awarded, most of this precious time was usually filled by a host of more relaxing and recreational activities. Typically, these included football, bathing, card playing, reading, writing letters, participating in divine service or possibly attending educational lectures, horse riding, hunting and shooting game (or the ever-present rats!), or simply enjoying the ability to walk upright in the open, in fresh air and during daylight, across green fields and through woods unaffected by the more obvious ravages of the war, and with a relatively low chance of incurring injury or sudden death at enemy hands. But most importantly the time spent in a rest area provided the troops with an opportunity to have long periods of uninterrupted sleep, and to dine on the hot food that was regularly provided and properly cooked by a field kitchen on-site. The field kitchen’s menu would include freshly baked white bread wherever possible, freshly brewed coffee of varying standards, and the German army’s ubiquitous but ever-popular staple of pea and ham soup, as well as any other meat, eggs and fresh vegetables that might be made available through the supply system or requisitioned locally.

In the late afternoon or evening, a ready supply and often prodigious consumption of beer and Schnapps from the canteen was a most important morale factor in the rest area, where tables and benches would regularly be laid out in the open air in the style reminiscent of the beer gardens found in every city, town and village throughout the Fatherland. A regimental band might also perform, accompanied – or followed soon afterwards – by the appreciative audience giving enthusiastic, but often subdued and more poignant, voice to some of the traditional marches, patriotic and regimental airs and folk songs that had been sung by generations of German soldiers over more than two centuries and during many conflicts. However, as night fell and the beer and Schnapps continued to flow, these timeless songs would eventually give way to the more risqué or irreverent soldier’s refrains of the day, before the soldiers gradually drifted away to their temporary accommodation in the rest camp, to seize another few hours of precious sleep in a proper bed while they were still able to do so. All too soon a unit’s few days in the rest area would be over, when it would be time for these troops to return to the war and the front line once again.

Inevitably, a number of independently-run brothels also operated in many of the larger towns in the rear areas, especially where the nearby existence of a rest area offered the prospect of a regular and profitable trade. Although not officially established and run by the army,146 these were in all but name military brothels and as such were recorded and closely regulated by the military authorities in an attempt to control the spread of venereal disease, as well as differentiating between those reserved for officers and those serving other ranks.

Leave requests for compassionate, medical or other specific reasons were considered on a case-by-case basis. However, soldiers who were farmers or agricultural labourers routinely received a higher leave priority than others – and were often granted additional periods of leave during harvest time, in order to maintain Germany’s home-grown supply of food, as the cumulative effect of the Allied naval blockade became ever more marked. This policy was driven by national economic necessity but inevitably generated discontent among other soldiers whose own leave entitlement might be affected by the need to release these agricultural workers. Units recruited mainly from Germany’s rural areas – usually infantry regiments, whose troops also bore the brunt of the fighting – were particularly affected by this policy.

Predictably, there were anomalies, inequities and instances of perceived unfairness or injustice in the leave system – one such example was a suggestion that officers’ orderlies were granted extra leave in order to take requisitioned food and other items from German-occupied territory to the officer’s family in Germany147 – but overall the system worked quite well. Meanwhile, day-to-day management of the army’s leave system was much aided by an efficient rail network that usually provided a speedy journey home to the Fatherland once a soldier had reached the nearest division or corps railhead within the theatre of operations in which his unit was deployed.

9. THE HOME FRONT: THE FEMALE DIMENSION

As a matter of government policy, Germany employed women neither with combat units nor in military support roles, other than as nurses and nursing auxiliaries in the army’s rear-area hospital units. A similar policy also existed in the army of Germany’s close ally Austria; nevertheless, there were several recorded instances of women serving with combat units of the Austro-Hungarian forces in various capacities.148

In the early twentieth century, German women were still constrained by a culture and society that emphasized and deliberately perpetuated the dominance of men as decision-makers, figureheads, providers and protectors, whether in the workplace or in the home. In town and countryside alike, the woman’s traditional role was as home-maker, housewife and bearer of children. Consequently, her hopes, aspirations and role in life were usually subordinate to those of her husband, father or another male figure. Depending upon their social status and education, unmarried women might take up employment as teachers or governesses, or as various categories of nurse or carer, while others typically worked as secretaries or sales-girls, or found jobs in domestic service. However, once married, a German woman’s place was in the home. This traditional pre-war view of the status and role of women affected all social classes and was by no means confined only to Germany within Europe. The daughters of middle-class families in particular found such societal attitudes and cultural norms especially hard, as a gradual process of enlightenment since about 1900 had allowed many of these girls to take advantage of an increasing number of opportunities to undertake further education and other training courses, gaining a range of qualifications and thereby achieving a degree of individual independence that had been unthinkable before the end of the previous century. But, as soon as they married, these young women were usually expected to abandon any such training or employment, together with any hope of gaining a degree of personal and financial independence. However, with the onset of war in 1914, the situation of women of all classes and ages throughout Germany began to change, evolving year-on-year in a process that impacted upon the army in various ways.

Most of the men who marched away to war in 1914 and in the years that followed bade farewell to untold numbers of wives, mothers, fiancées, girlfriends, sisters, daughters and other women – all of whom had been an ever-present part of each other’s everyday existence before the Kaiser’s call to arms. But from August 1914 virtually all these women – irrespective of their economic circumstances or social class – were destined to experience lifestyle changes of often seismic proportions. At a personal level, they still exerted an emotional influence upon the resolve and morale of the individual officer and soldier, but many women also discovered or learnt new talents as workers within the German war machine on the Home Front. Their new role meant that they became catalysts to change traditional attitudes, abandon social mores and question cultural norms in the Fatherland. Accordingly, the female dimension during the war was part of the story of the Kaiser’s army.

The departure of so many young men and heads of family who were called up on mobilization meant that many hundreds of thousands of women of all ages suddenly found themselves with sole responsibility for all aspects of running a home (including managing its overall income and budget), bringing up children, and maintaining the viability of many small family businesses such as farms, shops, bakeries, cafés and suchlike. All of this was necessarily conducted amidst the increasingly restrictive privations of a nation at war. At the same time, it was made very clear to all German women that it was their patriotic duty to support to the utmost their menfolk now serving in the army. Regular letters and field postcards had to be written, parcels of clothing, food and similar comforts dispatched, but above all else a stable and welcoming home had to be maintained for the soldier returning on leave, or – in less fortunate circumstances – if he should be evacuated to his home having become ill, wounded or severely maimed. And all the time there was the daily threat of a knock on the door with a telegram or news of a casualty list showing the soldier to be dead or missing in action. Predictably, the daily pressures of uncertainty, months and sometimes years of separation, loneliness and human frailty placed intolerable strains on some marriages. Although the wives of serving officers and soldiers who engaged in extra-marital affairs risked vilification, condemnation (adultery being already subject to moral and legal censure and sanctions in pre-war Germany) and social isolation for behaviour that was widely regarded as grossly unpatriotic, many such affairs and marriage breakdowns inevitably occurred.

However, while the influence of German women at a personal level should not be underestimated, the most important contribution made by women to the effectiveness of the army was strategic. By filling many of the jobs, tasks and responsibilities previously carried out by men in industry, agriculture, transportation and the professions, German women released literally hundreds of thousands of men for military service. Self-evidently, these women were motivated not by patriotism alone but also by a pressing need to be able to support and feed their families by securing regular employment, especially as food shortages and other privations began to affect Germany during the later war years.149 Increasingly, women now drove trams, lorries and tractors, they distributed mail, issued and inspected tickets, managed and served in stores and warehouses, maintained all manner of public services and utilities, and worked in all sorts of factories – including those producing vital munitions, transport, weapons, uniforms and the other sinews of war. While large numbers of women worked in munitions factories, relatively few were employed in the nation’s steel-manufacturing plants and iron foundries. Women were also employed as agricultural workers, a task critical to maintaining the Fatherland’s food supplies. So it was that the widespread employment of women within Germany filled an otherwise unsustainable employment void. This not only supported the needs of the national war machine as the conflict drew on but also by and large enabled the army to fill its orders of battle with the officers and soldiers that it required, both on its initial mobilization in 1914 and then year-on-year as the toll of casualties mounted steadily.


PART V
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UNIFORMS AND EQUIPMENT

1. EVOLUTION OF THE FIELD SERVICE UNIFORM

The vast range of ceremonial (or parade), field service uniforms and orders of dress for every occasion that were worn by the Kaiser’s army between the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 and the outbreak of World War I in 1914 were variously colourful, complicated and comprehensive.150 But by 1914 the field service uniform had become more practical, with the almost universal adoption of the field grey (Feldgrau)151 M 1910 field service uniform army-wide, following an exhaustive three-year trial initiated by the general staff in 1907. It was designated for wear in the field, both on actual operations and on field training exercises. Despite the general staff’s aims of standardization, uniformity and reducing the conspicuous nature of troops in the field, the Feldgrau uniforms still displayed distinctive insignia and coloured piping, however, some with a special cut or design to maintain the essential heritage and traditions of the army’s regiments, branches and elite and specialist units. Within the cavalry in particular there were several variations of the basic M 1910 design, and these are described later on.

The M 1910 uniform was speedily adopted throughout the vast majority of the field army, eventually supplanting most of the remaining uniform variations of the principal German states and achieving conformity with what was in reality the Prussian standard military uniform. All troops continued to wear distinctive insignia identifying their parent state, of which the metal helmet badge or helmet plate – such as the Saxon or Bavarian royal coats of arms or the Prussian eagle – worn on the front of the Pickelhaube helmet was an obvious example, as was the coloured state cockade worn on the left side of the Pickelhaube.

Accordingly, this account of the appearance and equipment of the Kaiser’s army that went to war in 1914 begins with a description of the several variations of M 1910 Feldgrau and Graugrün uniforms that were adopted as the army’s main field service dress in 1910 (examples of these uniforms are shown in colour in the uniforms and insignia plate section). Despite the introduction of these new uniforms, the general staff’s original intention had been that the M 1910 uniform and the old dark blue (Dunkelblau) service dress uniform would both be retained in service, with each uniform being worn as appropriate for various activities and duties. Consequently, use of the dark blue service dress and some other pre-1910 uniforms for parades, guard duty, church services, courts martial, walking out and other non-combat duties continued well beyond the introduction of the M 1910 uniform. Indeed, despite the wide availability of the new uniform, as late as 1915 the old blue uniform was still being worn by a few reserve units as a field service uniform. A modified improved version of the M 1910 uniform appeared in due course and was designated the M 1910/15. Then, from September 1915 the M 1910 and M 1910/15 uniforms began to be replaced with a much-updated M 1915 field service uniform.

In line with traditional practice, officer’s field service uniforms were usually of much better quality material and better cut than those of other ranks, with gold and silver substituted for yellow, white or grey thread in items such as embroidered insignia and lace, and for metal buttons. However, by 1915 the vulnerability of officers to accurate long-range rifle (particularly that from snipers) and machine-gun fire had become all too obvious, and as early as August 1914 a process of eliminating the unique and therefore conspicuous characteristics of officers’ uniforms began, which culminated in the army’s adoption of the M 1915 pattern uniform and the introduction of a universal field service uniform for all ranks.

2. THE M 1910 FIELD SERVICE UNIFORM

Most units received issues of the M 1910 uniform soon after its acceptance by the general staff in February 1910. Only in the cavalry was the process modified to accommodate a number of uniform styles and distinctions traditionally worn by members of cavalry regiments. For all of the infantry and the vast majority of other troops apart from the cavalry, therefore, the basic field service uniform worn from 1910 comprised a woollen cloth jacket (Waffenrock) and woollen trousers (Tuchhose), a calf-length marching boot (Stiefel) of brown or tan-colour leather, or various types of laced ankle boot (Schnürschuh) worn with cloth puttees or leather gaiters, and a field service cap (Feldmütze) or black leather helmet (Pickelhaube). The soldier’s personal equipment – belts, pouches and so on – was made of brown, black or tan-colour leather.

Although adoption of the Feldgrau field service uniform made a significant contribution to reducing the conspicuousness of troops in the field, the first fighting quickly showed that further measures needed to be taken urgently, particularly in respect of features that identified officers and thus attracted enemy fire. Accordingly, an order dated 19 August 1914 directed that adjutant’s sashes (Schärpen) should not be worn in the field and that the officer’s distinctive waist belt (Feldbinde) should henceforth be covered by Feldgrau cloth or replaced by a leather belt (Feldkoppel) of dark brown, grained leather. At the same time, medals and medal ribbons were to be removed when in the combat zone. In due course, shoulder-cord badges of rank would also be covered with a small sleeve of field-grey cloth or removed altogether when in the front line. During the following year these pragmatic measures were accompanied by others, such as officers’ sabres being generally replaced by bayonets for officers in combat units below regimental-level; this policy was formalized in July 1915,152 by which stage many officers were already routinely carrying rifles rather than (or as well as) pistols in front-line units.

At the same time, although Feldgrau helmet covers were already in general use, the order directed that the red unit identification numbers on these covers should be removed. However, on 15 August all arms and services apart from the Guard Corps had already been directed to change their helmet-cover numbers to green from red, and in recognition of the practical advantages of this form of unit identification this particular part of the 19 August order was quickly amended, with the green numbers continuing in use until October 1916.153

M 1910 UNIFORM JACKET (WAFFENROCK)

The Feldgrau woollen jacket was single breasted with a stand and fall collar and was fastened by eight dull grey nickel or Tombak (an alloy of zinc and copper) metal buttons embossed either with the imperial crown or – in Bavarian units – with a rampant lion. The colour for Schützen, Jäger and machine-gun battery personnel was Graugrün. The Waffenrock collar was designed to be neat, practical and comfortable when closed, being secured by a hook-and-eye fastener. The two side pockets were slightly angled and each secured closed by a button. A pocket holding two field dressings was fitted inside the front skirt on the left side. The jacket skirts were slashed at the back, with a further six buttons (two vertical lines of three) added to the skirt flaps. The upper two buttons supported the leather belt when it was worn. The design of the skirt flaps of the Waffenrock worn by Saxon troops was simpler, using only four buttons. Red piping (Vorstoß) was added to the jacket’s front and rear skirt flap edges for all units except Jäger and Schützen, whose jacket piping was green. Additional coloured piping on the collar and cuffs varied according to the branch, service or unit: for the infantry it was scarlet; the Jägers had green; the Schützen, artillery, pioneers, air service, and telegraph and communications troops had black; the train had blue piping.

In addition to any coloured piping on the collar, the elite status of certain units was shown by white or yellow (silver or gold for officers) horizontal lace (Litzen) patches applied to each side of the collar. The design of this distinctive Litzen was traditional and rendered either as a double bar, a single bar or in a simpler style known as ‘Old Prussian’. Most of the units accorded this distinction were Guards (Garde) regiments and units, including the five regiments of Foot Guards (Garderegiment zu Fuß) and five regiments of Guard Grenadiers as well as the Guard Fusiliers, Guard Jäger Battalion, Guard Schützen Battalion, 1st and 2nd Guard Machine-gun Detachments, 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th Guard Field Artillery Regiments, the Guard Foot Artillery Regiment, the Guard Pioneer Battalion, 1st and 2nd Guard Train Battalions, the Guard Cuirassier Regiment, the 1st and 2nd Guard Dragoon Regiments, the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Guard Ulan Regiments and the Garde du Corps. Running along the centre of each Litzen bar was a narrow line of coloured lace, which in most cases was scarlet, although that of the Guard Jäger Battalion was light green, with that of the the Guard Schützen Battalion, Guard Artillery and Guard Pioneers black, the Guard Machine-gun detachments scarlet or black, the 3rd Guard Ulans yellow, the Guard Cuirassiers cornflower-blue, and the Guard Train Battalions light blue, while that worn by the stretcher bearers of the Guard Corps was crimson.
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The M 1910 Jacket



A number of non-Guard units and other organizations also wore collar Litzen, with the central coloured line of lace scarlet except where indicated otherwise in brackets. These units included the 109th Leib Grenadier Regiment, 114th and 145th Infantry Regiments, 80th Fusilier Regiment, the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, 8th and 11th Grenadier Regiments, the 14th Jäger Battalion (light green), the Field and Foot Artillery Training School (black), the 25th Field Artillery Regiment (white), the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Railway Regiments (black), the 1st Telegraph Battalion (black), Airship and Aviation Battalions (black) and the main operating detachment of the Railway Brigade (black). Several cavalry regiments were also entitled to collar Litzen, among them the 23rd and 25th Dragoon Regiments, the 19th Ulan Regiment, the 17th Mecklenburg Dragoon Regiment and the 18th Mecklenburg Dragoon Regiment (crimson). Plain-coloured collar patches were also worn on the M 1910 Waffenrock by personnel in certain branches. These included general staff officers up to the rank of Oberst (with carmine collar patches), medical officers (dark blue collar patches edged with scarlet) and veterinary officers (black collar patches edged with carmine).154 The concept and system of Litzen was carried forward with subsequent patterns of field service uniform, but from 1915 the quality and design became increasingly affected by practical resource constraints as well as by the need to take account of the potentially fatal results of wearing any such distinctive insignia on the battlefield.

The two shoulder-straps of the M 1910 Waffenrock were detachable and were generally made of the same material as the jacket. They were about six centimetres wide, the lower half of the double-ended strap being passed through a small loop on the outer edge of the shoulder before both ends were secured with a button close to the bottom of the collar. These buttons usually bore the number of the company-level unit to which the wearer belonged.155 Coloured piping, and in some cases a number or other insignia, was added to shoulder straps to indicate the corps, regiment, branch, service, function or parent unit of the wearer; however, this piping and other shoulder strap distinctions were increasingly omitted from field uniforms altogether as the war progressed. Indeed, this particular system had evolved over many years, so that by 1910 – with an ever-increasing number of new units, reorganizations and technical specializations within the army – it had become quite complex. Although there were exceptions, the parent army corps or military district of most army units in 1914 could be identified from the colour of their shoulder strap piping:



	White

	I, II, IX, X, XII (1st Saxon) and 1st Bavarian Army Corps.




	Red (scarlet)

	III, IV, XI, XIII, XV, XIX (2nd Saxon) and 2nd Bavarian Army Corps.




	Lemon yellow

	V, VI, XVI, XVII and 3rd Bavarian Army Corps.




	Light blue

	VII, VIII, XVIII, and XX Army Corps.




	Light green

	XXI Army Corps





Exceptions to the army’s overall corps shoulder-strap piping identification system usually reflected historical precedent, regimental tradition or a similar heritage-based imperative. Irrespective of the corps to which they belonged, the following coloured piping was used on their shoulder straps by the units and organizations shown:156


White 1st and 5th Foot Guards, 1st and 5th Guard Grenadier Regiments, 109th, 110th and 116th Infantry Regiments, all Foot Artillery units (but not the Saxon Foot Artillery), the Foot Artillery Training Regiment, and the officer training schools at Potsdam and Ettlingen.

Red (scarlet): 2nd Foot Guards, 2nd Guard Grenadier Regiment, 111th, 115th, 168th, 169th, 171st and 172nd Infantry Regiments, 2nd Battalion 89th Grenadier Regiment, 1st and 2nd Guard Field Artillery Regiments,157 25th and 61st Field Artillery Regiments, the Field Artillery Training Regiment, all Pioneer units, all independent machine-gun units, Saxon Foot Artillery units, all Bavarian units, and the under-officer (NCO) training schools (Unteroffizer-Schulen) at Jülich and Marienwerder.

Lemon yellow: 3rd Foot Guards, 3rd Guard Grenadier Regiment, Guard Fusilier Regiment, 112th, 118th and 142nd Infantry Regiments, and 3rd Guard Field Artillery Regiment, and the Unteroffizer-Schulen at Biebrich and Treptow.

Light blue: 4th Foot Guards, 4th Guard Grenadiers, 40th, 113th, 145th and 170th Infantry Regiments, all Train (logistical support and supply) units, and the Unteroffizer-Schule at Weißenfels. Light green: All Jäger and Guard Schützen Battalions, 108th Schützen Regiment, and the 114th Infantry Regiment.

Light grey: Air Service, Telegraph and Communication troops.


Piping also appeared on the M 1910 jacket cuffs, which were produced in three versions despite the general staff’s aim of standardizing the basic uniform. The most widely seen cuff type was the Brandenburg, which featured an oblong flap secured by three buttons placed vertically. This flap was three-pointed on the Waffenrock of Prussian Guard Schützen units. Next was the less ornate and rounded Swedish cuff, with no separate flap and with just two buttons placed horizontally on the outer side of the cuff, just below its top and any piping. Finally, Saxon troops also used a conventional round cuff, but with two buttons placed vertically by the back seam, one button above and one below the top of the cuff and any cuff piping. Two small working buttons fastened the cuff at the rear. A further distinction applied to the cuffs of Guard and Grenadier units was the several bars of lace (Litzen) connected to the cuff buttons, with three lace bars on the Brandenburg cuff and two on the Swedish cuff. This lace was gold or silver for officers and white or yellow for other ranks.

M 1910 CAVALRY UNIFORM WAFFENROCK, ULANKA AND ATTILA

In the cavalry, the standard Waffenrock with Swedish cuffs was worn in Kürassier, dragoon and (in Graugrün material) Jäger zu Pferde regiments, but with regimental piping on the front and bottom edges as well as on the shoulder-strap edges, and with a stiffened standing collar replacing the familiar stand-and-fall pattern. The Garde du Corps also adopted this piping, but uniquely within the cavalry its regiments retained the stand-and-fall collar of the M 1910 infantry-style Waffenrock. (The distinctive Litzen collar-bar insignia applied to the jacket collars of the Guard cavalry regiments and some other cavalry units is described above.) In addition to any piping and (if entitled) Litzen, a band of regimental coloured braiding (Bortenbesatz)158 was also applied to the standing collars of Kürassier and Jäger zu Pferde (whose collars and shoulder-straps were coloured green) and to the Swedish cuffs of these regiments, as well as to the Swedish cuffs in dragoon regiments. Saxon heavy cavalry units used the Saxon cuff and rear skirt pattern.

The colours of the piping used by the Kürassier, Garde du Corps and equivalent Bavarian and Saxon heavy cavalry regiments were:



	Scarlet

	Garde du Corps and 4th Bavarian Kürassier Regiment.




	Rose

	5th Kürassier Regiment.




	Carmine

	2nd Kürassier Regiment.




	White

	Saxon Reiter Regiment.




	Light blue

	Garde Kürassier and 3rd Kürassier Regiment.




	Black

	1st Kürassier Regiment and Saxon Karabiniers Regiment.




	Yellow

	7th Kürassier Regiment.




	Green

	8th Kürassier Regiment.





The colours of the piping used by the dragoon (Dragoner) regiments were:



	Scarlet

	1st and 2nd Dragoon Guards, 1st, 5th, 13th (but with white collar and cuff piping),




	 

	20th and 23rd Dragoon Regiments.




	Black

	2nd, 6th, 14th (but with white collar and cuff piping), 18th, 19th and 22nd (but




	 

	with black and red shoulder-strap piping) Dragoon Regiments.




	Rose

	3rd, 7th and 15th (but with white collar and cuff piping) Dragoon Regiments.




	Carmine

	11th and 12th Dragoon Regiments.




	Yellow

	4th, 8th, 16th (but with white collar and cuff piping), 21st and 26th Dragoon




	 

	Regiments.




	White

	9th, 10th, 19th, 24th and 25th Dragoon Regiments.





The colours of the piping used by the Jäger zu Pferde regiments were:



	White

	1st.




	Red

	2nd.




	Yellow

	3rd.




	Light blue

	4th.




	Black

	5th.




	Dark blue

	6th.





Distinctive styles of field service jacket were worn by the light cavalry lancer (Ulan) and hussar (Husar) regiments. Lancers wore the Ulanka jacket, with a standing collar, single-button pointed Polish cuffs and the plastron characteristic of the Polish heritage of these cavalry units. The front plastron featured a close-set row of six buttons at each side running from the lower chest to the waist, with a single securing button set at the top on each side just below shoulder level. The shoulder-straps in Ulan regiments were pear-shaped, with the exception of those worn in Saxon lancer regiments, which used the standard pattern Waffenrock shoulder-strap. Regimental coloured piping was added to the Ulanka around the edges of the plastron and at the cuffs, shoulder-straps, collar and skirt edges.



	White

	1st Guard, 1st, 5th, 9th, 13th, 17th Ulan Regiments and 1st and 2nd Bavarian




	 

	Ulan Regiments.




	Red

	2nd Guard, 2nd, 6th, 18th and 19th Ulan Regiments.




	Yellow

	3rd Guard, 3rd, 7th, 11th, 15th, 20th and 21st Ulan Regiments.




	Light blue

	4th, 8th, 12th and 16th Ulan Regiments.




	Carmine

	10th and 14th Ulan Regiments.





The Bavarian Chevauleger (light cavalry) regiments wore the Ulan uniform with regimental piping, but with Swedish cuffs and simplified rear skirts. Their regimental piping colours were:



	Carmine

	1st and 2nd Chevauleger Regiments.




	Scarlet

	4th and 5th Chevauleger Regiments.




	Rose

	3rd and 6th Chevauleger Regiments.




	White

	7th and 8th Chevauleger Regiments.





Hussar regiments wore the heavily-braided Attila jacket that had characterized hussar troopers ever since the end of the eighteenth century. For the M 1910 field service uniform the flamboyant colours of the pre-war Attila were supplanted by Feldgrau, but the overall pattern was the same as that of the full-colour Attila worn prior to 1910, with pockets added in the sides of the skirt. The standing collar of the Attila was up to five centimetres high, stiffened and fastened with two hooks and eyes. Across the chest of the Attila were five horizontal bars of Feldgrau braiding, looped at the outer ends and fastened at the centre by five toggles of grey horn. The officer’s Attila braid was interwoven with black thread flecking. The pocket buttons and those fastening the shoulder-cords (which were worn by hussars instead of shoulder-straps) were also of grey horn. Further decorative braiding was applied to the back and rear skirts of the Attila as well as to the collar and cuffs, where the braiding was in the form of an Austrian knot. Two rosettes of blackened brass formed part of the braiding at waist level on the rear of the Attila, while a blackened brass hook at each side of the Attila provided support for a belt if worn.

The pattern of hussar shoulder-cords was unique to that type of regiment, with the regimental colour (usually based on the colour of the regiment’s full dress Attila) predominating but with interwoven flecking the colour (white or yellow) of the braid on the regiment’s full dress Attila. The regimental colours used for these shoulder cords were:



	Scarlet

	Guard Hussars, 3rd and 5th Hussar Regiments.




	Black

	1st, 2nd and 17th Hussar Regiments.




	Brown

	4th Hussar Regiment.




	Green

	6th, 10th and 11th Hussar Regiments.




	Dark blue

	7th, 8th, 14th and 15th Hussar Regiments.




	Light blue

	9th, 12th, 13th, 16th, 18th, 19th and 20th Hussar Regiments.





M 1910 UNIFORM TROUSERS (TUCHHOSE)

The Feldgrau woollen trousers were cut quite generously and piped red on the outside seam, apart from those of Jäger and Schützen troops, whose piping was green. They were tucked into the marching boots, puttees or leather gaiters with which they were worn. The Tuchhose colour for Schützen, Jäger and machine-gun battery personnel was Graugrün.

Cavalry units had riding breeches (Reithose) made of the same Feldgrau material. While Reithose generally had no piping, that of the Leibgarde-Husaren Regiment was yellow and red, while the Reithose worn in hussar regiments had a one-centimetre-wide line of grey lace down the outside seam. The M 1910 Tuchhose trousers were typically issued with the standard red piping (although that of the Jäger zu Pferde was green) on the outside seam, but in some cavalry regiments Tuchhose piping was applied in other colours:



	Carmine

	2nd Kürassier Regiment, 11th and 12th Dragoon




	 

	Regiments, 10th and 14th Ulan Regiments.




	Rose

	5th Kürassier Regiment, 3rd, 7th and 15th Dragoon




	 

	Regiments.




	‘Madder red’ (magenta)

	5th Hussar Regiment.




	‘Pompadour red’ (brick red)

	10th Hussar Regiment.





In accordance with tradition, the trousers and riding breeches of general officers (Generale, i.e., those ranked Generalmajor to Generalfeldmarschall) had a triple-stripe (two broad outer stripes, one each side of a narrow inner stripe) of scarlet on the outer seam, while the trousers and riding breeches worn by general staff officers (Generalstabsoffiziere) below general officer rank had a triple-stripe of carmine red.

3. THE M 1910/15 FIELD SERVICE UNIFORM

The M 1910 field service uniform had been a significant step forward in the way in which the German soldier was dressed for active service, but practical experience of using the new uniform in the field revealed several opportunities to improve the original pattern. As a result, modified versions of the uniform – known as the M 1910/15 pattern field service uniform – were issued pending the issue of a new Feldgrau uniform to replace the M 1910 throughout the army. As early as 1914, changes to the Feldgrau uniform colour had been made, with the jacket shade darkened to match that of the trousers and with trousers and riding breeches produced in grey instead of the original Feldgrau,159 although the wearing of various combinations of the original and modified shades of Feldgrau and grey jackets and trousers was widespread.

The modified M 1910/15 uniform also incorporated various specific design changes to improve its practicality and assist its mass production, with the jacket the main focus for these improvements, while the M 1910/15 trouser-design remained largely unchanged. In the M 1910/15 jacket, embellishments such as piping and non-essential buttons were reduced and the design of items such as the rear skirt, shoulder-straps and cuffs simplified, with the latter now in a plain-backed or barrelled style (i.e., a plain cuff formed as a simple all-round turn-back or extension of the jacket sleeve). Some M 1910/15 jackets incorporated other differences, so that a definitive standard description of the M 1910/15 pattern is difficult to establish.160 However, as it was never intended to provide a final solution to the army’s field service uniform requirements, it complemented rather than replaced its predecessor and so was not made available on the same scale. Consequently, M 1910 and M 1910/15 pattern uniforms both remained in use by various units until the end of the war, notwithstanding the army’s adoption of a new M 1915 field service uniform from September 1915 and the general staff’s intention that this new M 1915 uniform would replace all those that preceded it.161

4. THE M 1915 FIELD SERVICE UNIFORM

This new field service uniform was designed to resolve any remaining shortcomings identified in the M 1910 and M 1910/15 uniforms and also to replace at last virtually all other types of army uniform.162 As a result, the M 1915 uniform concept actually involved the introduction of two Feldgrau uniforms, each differing in purpose, style and quality. A Feldgrau greatcoat was also introduced for all arms or branches, together with a universal pattern Feldgrau peaked cap. The M 1915-pattern field uniforms retained the Graugrün colour for Schützen and Jäger personnel. However, machine-gun battery personnel were ordered to adopt the uniform of the unit to which they were allocated, which meant adopting Feldgrau instead of Graugrün unless they were part of a Schützen or Jäger unit.

The first of the two main patterns of M 1915 uniform was for field use and included a much-simplified field service jacket or blouse (Bluse) with minimal identifying piping and insignia, and which was fastened by hooks covered by a fly-front instead of buttons. The second uniform was designed for peacetime and general in-garrison duties and more formal occasions. It featured a conventional buttoned jacket with a coloured standing collar, cuffs and shoulder-straps plus other distinctive insignia.

This second type of M 1915 uniform was intended to replace the Dunkelblau service dress uniform that had been used by the army in various forms ever since the late nineteenth century. The M 1915 uniform concept was designated the ‘Feld-und Friedens-Uniform’, reflecting its separate field and peacetime applications and patterns or styles. Prussian units adopted the M 1915 uniform concept on 21 September 1915, Württemberg units on 10 October, Saxon units on 9 November and Bavarian units on 31 March 1916.



M 1915 Uniform Shoulder-strap Colours, Piping and Insignia
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M 1915 UNIFORM FIELD BLOUSE (BLUSE)

The Feldgrau woollen field Bluse was loose-fitting and featured a stand-and-fall collar of grey-green cloth, turned-back cuffs forming a large flap or overlap. In addition to the concealed hook fastenings at the front, there were two slanted side pockets secured by dull metal buttons, as well as buttons to secure the shoulder straps (which were of varying materials and colours) and to support the waist belt at the rear. Distinctive collar patches and lace (Litzen) were still authorized for certain units, continuing the practice adopted for the M 1910 pattern uniform, although frequently the design, reduced quality, substitution of grey thread for white or silver and similar expedients reflected the new realities and priorities for field service uniform production that were evident by 1915. Apart from its Feldgrau colour, the Bluse was very similar to the old dark-blue 1893-pattern Litewka jacket worn by troops in the field during the Boxer rebellion, and which had been widely issued in grey cloth (the M 1903 pattern) to Landsturm units at the beginning of the war. The M 1915 field blouse was also very similar to the field tunic worn by the Bavarian mountain troops, although the mountain tunic had two additional external breast pockets, pleated and buttoned.

With two field service uniforms already in use or in the process of being replaced, M 1915 uniforms were frequently used alongside M 1910 and M 1910/15 patterns, while combinations of M 1910 cuffs with M 1910/15 or M 1915 jackets appeared, as did M 1910 jackets with M 1915 sleeves and cuffs. Also, despite the general staff’s intentions, the increasing constraints on resources by 1915 meant that the M 1915 uniform Bluse could never entirely replace its predecessors.

In the meantime, although some anomalies and exceptions inevitably continued, the M 1915 field uniform did make significant progress in standardizing and simplifying the system of coloured piping and coloured shoulder-straps to identify units, as well as ending the use of distinctive shoulder-strap insignia to show the corps to which a soldier belonged. In the M 1915 uniform Bluse, such identifying insignia was confined almost exclusively to the shoulder-straps, which now incorporated variously coloured shoulder-straps with piping and embroidered insignia such as a cypher or number (usually rendered in red, yellow or white, dependent upon regiment, branch or arm).163 Officers continued to wear silver cord or lace shoulder-straps indicating their rank and unit, although for field use this insignia was often covered with a Feldgrau cloth sleeve or removed altogether when in direct contact with the enemy.

Although the M 1915 uniform concept was directed primarily at the regular army (and resource constraints meant that it would have been impracticable to issue the M 1915 uniform to all army units and formations), the system of Landsturm shoulder-strap identifying colours was regularized at about the same time. In these units and formations, the shoulder-strap identified the wearer’s arm or branch; infantry straps were blue, those of the pioneers black, the field artillery scarlet and the foot artillery yellow. No additional insignia was added to Landsturm shoulder-straps, with metal numerals on the jacket (the Bluse and the Landsturm Litewka) and greatcoat collar indicating the soldier’s battalion and corps.

M 1915 UNIFORM TROUSERS (TUCHHOSE)

The M 1915 trousers remained hardly altered from the M 1910 pattern, although officers were now required to wear trousers of the same cut and material as those of the ordinary soldiers. This pragmatic measure was designed to make officers less conspicuous on the battlefield – and therefore less vulnerable, especially to snipers.

M 1915 UNIFORM JACKET (WAFFENROCK)

The second uniform introduced by the M 1915 concept was the Friedensuniform (literally ‘peacetime uniform’),164 which was primarily a formal walking-out uniform, although it also had a number of other potential applications as a parade uniform and for a range of in-barracks and non-combat duties. Despite specific and comprehensive details of its design being enshrined in army orders, its acquisition or issue was categorized as ‘optional’ for officers and other ranks alike.165 There are numbers of photographs of the Friedensuniform being worn by all ranks, but these mainly feature personnel serving in elite units, such as the Guards, and officers and NCOs rather than ordinary soldiers – although as ever there are exceptions to this generalization. Indeed, the ordinary front-line soldier had few if any opportunities to wear this particular uniform in any case. Nevertheless, quantities were produced and stored away for use after the war, in anticipation of a German victory.166

The principal purpose of this particular uniform was to provide a suitably smart, morale-boosting alternative to the fairly drab, utilitarian Bluse of the field uniform. Accordingly, the Friedensuniform reintroduced much of the style and colour of the former M 1910-pattern Waffenrock. This jacket was Feldgrau (Graugrün for Jäger, Schützen, Guard Jäger, Guard Schützen and Jäger zu Pferde personnel) and had a coloured standing collar with Litzen and regimental braided lace as appropriate. Coloured cuffs, with added buttons, flaps and lace where applicable, together with regimental coloured piping and shoulder-straps, completed what was in many respects a return to the M 1910 uniform jacket. Regimental, branch or arm insignia or numbers were embroidered in red on the shoulder straps (but in yellow for field artillery and medical troops). Eight bright metal buttons fastened the Waffenrock, which was provided with two slanted side pockets also secured with bright metal buttons. Alternative variations of the Waffenrock were permitted for officers, and these featured shoulder-cords instead of shoulder-straps. Kürassiere wore the Waffenrock with additional piping and regimental braid, while the Ulan and Husar equivalents of the M 1915 Friedensuniform Waffenrock included a suitably ornamented traditional Ulanka for the former and a Feldgrau Attila for the latter. The Leib-Garde-Husar Regiment simply adopted its full dress Attila as their Friedensuniform jacket. True to form, the system of colouring collars, cuffs, cuff flaps, shoulder-straps and piping of the M 1915 Waffenrock and its cavalry equivalents was both comprehensive and complicated, albeit somewhat less so than its predecessors. On officers’ uniforms, black facings were usually of velvet material.



M 1915 Friedensuniform Waffenrock Insignia
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M 1915 FRIEDENSUNIFORM TROUSERS

Dark grey trousers of a superior cut and quality were produced to be worn with the M 1915-pattern Waffenrock, being suitable for use with shoes rather than boots. These trousers had coloured piping applied to the outer seam, while officers could also opt to wear a ‘gala hose’ version which had in addition a broad stripe applied each side of the seam piping.167 (See table overleaf.)

M 1915 GREATCOAT

At about the same time that the M 1915 uniform entered service a Feldgrau single-breasted greatcoat (Mantel) was introduced for the dismounted and mounted troops of all branches or arms. This universal greatcoat was designed for field use by all ranks and to replace the M 1907 and M 1909 mounted and dismounted patterns. For the infantry and Jäger units the greatcoat shoulder-straps were of the same field grey material as the rest of the coat, with piping the same colour as that used on the M 1915-pattern Bluse. For all others, the greatcoat shoulder-straps replicated those of the M 1915-pattern Bluse. The greatcoat was fastened by six dull white-metal or grey buttons, and the coat was provided with two slanted side pockets with flap closures. Inevitably, several types and patterns of greatcoat and overcoat continued to coexist throughout the war.

Traditionally, coloured collar patches – those of the infantry were red – had been worn on greatcoats prior to 1915 to indicate the arm or branch, as well as being the area to which Litzen was applied in entitled regiments and units. A simplified form of NCO rank badging could also be applied to greatcoat collar patches, or to that area of the collar if no coloured patch was present. However, apart from NCO rank badging, there is no evidence of collar patches or Litzen being worn on field service uniform greatcoats after 1915, and the M 1915 greatcoats were in any case issued without such patches.168



M 1915 Friedensuniform Trouser Insignia
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5. BOOTS, PUTTEES AND GAITERS

The standard footwear of the German soldier was the M 1901 marching boot (Stiefel). This was a half- or calf-length leather jackboot, which appeared in a range of shades of tan, brown and black. The actual colour of the boots depended upon their age, usage, and the cleaning, preservation and polishing methods used, as well as regimental tradition or any specific military direction on the subject. The boot’s leather sole was hobnailed. Mounted troops wore riding boots, the design of which varied between light and heavy cavalry and hussar units, and other mounted troops such as the field artillery. However, from 1915 a universal pattern of cavalry boot was introduced, the several styles already in service continuing in use at least until the need to replace them arose.

Laced ankle boots (Schnürschuhe) were either the M 1893 side-laced pattern or the M 1901 front-laced type. The special laced ankle boots worn with cloth puttees by mountain troops and Schneeschuh (literally ‘snow shoe’) units had metal-cleated soles. In addition to these units, aviation troops and assault troops usually wore field grey woollen puttees and ankle boots, with the puttees wound in a spiral from bottom to top and then secured just below the knee. Two types of leather gaiter were widely adopted. The Ledergamasche neuer Art M 1914 gaiter was fastened internally by a buckle at the top, while the Riemann-Gamasche M 1908 gaiter had a long strap that was wound from the bottom to the top where it was secured by a buckle fastening.
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Officer in Boots and Gaiters




Although numbers of officers wore riding boots and riding breeches at the beginning of the war, by 1915 most front-line officers had adopted the more practical laced ankle boots worn with cloth puttees or high leather gaiters. These boots and leather gaiters were usually brown but increasingly appeared in black from late 1915. Nevertheless, throughout the war riding boots and breeches continued to be worn by some (mainly more senior) officers, this despite an instruction issued at about the same time that the M 1915 field uniform entered service, which directed officers to wear black laced boots and leather gaiters in the field.169 In addition to officers, a number of non-mounted senior NCOs, military officials and other specific personnel were also entitled to wear riding boots and breeches as an indication of their rank or appointment.

6. HEADDRESS

Foremost amongst the various types of headdress used by the vast majority of the army was the traditional and ubiquitous black-leather, pressed-felt, cork or metal Pickelhaube until progressively superseded by the equally iconic German steel helmet (Stahlhelm) from 1916. Other headdress included the busby (Pelzmütze) worn by hussars, the Kürassier helmet, the distinctive Polish-style Tschapka of the lancers, the shakos worn by Jäger and Schützen troops and by some other units, and the several types of soft field cap and service cap routinely worn by virtually all troops. A variation of the field service cap was worn by mountain troops and ski units. Modifications made to some standard headdress items, or their manufacture from lightweight materials, permitted their use in non-temperate theatres such as Palestine, East Africa and Macedonia, although tropical sun helmets, campaign slouch hats and other forms of headdress were also widely used in these theatres.

As ever, officers’ headdress was frequently of a better quality than that of the soldiers, with gilt or silver used in place of brass or white-metal alloys, woven wire cockades instead of painted ones, and so on. By 1916 the distinctions between the field service uniforms of officers and soldiers were much less evident, and this applied no less to headdress than to virtually every other aspect of the uniform and equipment used in the front line. Universal adoption of the Stahlhelm and the M 1915 field service uniform meant that the overall appearance of an officer differed little from that of the ordinary soldier.

THE PICKELHAUBE

Prior to 1916, the standard protective headdress worn by virtually all troops was the black leather, cloth-lined, Pickelhaube helmet, with a small drooped peak at the front and a neck guard at the rear. The helmet had brass fittings that included a reinforcing strip (later discontinued) and edging, and a spike or (for the artillery) a representative cannon ball (Kügel) fitted centrally to the crown.170 The Pickelhaube also bore a white-, yellow- or grey-metal helmet plate indicating the German state from which the unit came. Generally, the helmet front was emblazoned with a large Prussian-style spread-eagle and a scroll with the words ‘MIT GOTT FÜR KOENIG UND VATERLAND’ (‘with God for King and Fatherland’),171 which in Guards units also had a star superimposed on the eagle. Bavaria, Saxony, Württemberg, Baden, Mecklenburg-Schwerin and Hesse-Darmstadt used their own distinctive insignia on the front of their soldiers’ Pickelhauben. A field grey cloth cover was provided to cover the helmet in the field, on to which the regimental number and (in some cases) a symbol or letter indicating the unit type were stencilled in red; for example, a Maltese-style or Iron Cross-shaped emblem stencilled above the unit number indicated a Landwehr or Landsturm unit, while a similarly placed letter ‘R’ identified a Reserve unit. Shortly after the war began, the red identifying numbers were replaced with green ones as an aid to concealment, although the Guard Corps continued to use red numbers. Even where a unit continued to use the Pickelhaube, these identifying helmet-cover numbers were seen less frequently after 1916.

In parallel with the introduction of the new field service uniforms from 1915, the Pickelhaube was provided with a removable spike or ball, enabling the cloth-covered Pickelhaube to be transformed into a suitably camouflaged utilitarian form of field headdress that provided a small measure of protection to the wearer. However, from mid-1916 the widespread introduction of the Stahlhelm soon supplanted use of the Pickelhaube by front-line troops, although it was retained in use by various units and personnel until the end of the war. In addition to the state coat of arms on the front, from 1897 the Pickelhaube had a cockade in the German national colours (black, white, red) fitted to the right-hand side (on the chin-strap retaining rivet) and a cockade in the state colours on the left-hand side (see colour plate section). The cockades worn by ordinary soldiers were usually steel or light alloy stampings painted in the requisite colours, while those for an officer’s headdress were usually of superior quality, being better finished and made up of two or more pieces, with coloured enamel inlays and gold or silver electro-plating. Cockades for the Pickelhaube had a serrated or ‘spiked’ edging, simulating the design of a traditional fabric cockade, and were provided with a central hole to enable their attachment to the chin-strap rivets. Pickelhaube chin straps were adjustable and of leather, being fitted with two small metal buckles; pre-war chin straps were often constructed of brass scales mounted on leather, and these continued in use by some officers during the early part of the war, until 1916.

THE TSCHAKO

The Tschako (shako) worn by Jäger and Schützen units, and by some other personnel (such as machine-gun detachments, airship and aviation troops, and police units), was usually made of black leather but also appeared made of pressed felt, green oilcloth and similar substitute materials from 1915. Generally, it was entirely or partly covered in grey-green cloth, with the black leather of the top, bottom edge and front and rear peaks showing in the latter case. The state coat of arms was applied to the front of the shako (the same design as that used for the Pickelhaube), with a large oblong-shaped woven ‘field badge’ (Feldzeichen)172 cockade in the state colours at the centre front of the crown. The Feldzeichen provided to ordinary soldiers was of coloured cloth mounted on a wood backing and supported on a wire stem; officers’ Feldzeichen were manufactured of coloured felt, velvet and gold or silver wire. Although arguably superfluous, for mainly aesthetic reasons a state cockade in the same form as that for the Pickelhaube was usually fitted to the left-hand chin-strap rivet, balancing the German national cockade on the right-hand side.173 The metal-scaled chin straps worn pre-war were replaced with adjustable leather straps for use in the field.

THE STAHLHELM

The army’s steel helmet (Stahlhelm) first appeared on the Verdun battlefield in January 1916 and was in widespread use by front-line troops on the Western Front by mid-1916. It was the result of research and experimentation conducted by Dr. Friedrich Schwerd of the Hannover Technical Institute during 1915, following his study of head wounds during the first eight months of the war, with a specific focus upon those sustained during trench warfare. The development phase compared German and Allied protective headdress, with the first Stahlhelm tested at Kummersdorf training and proving ground in November 1915 and then in the field by an infantry assault unit.174 Following the success of these trials, 30,000 helmets were ordered at the end of 1915, although its approval for general issue was not until early 1916 – hence its ‘M 1916’ designation – with the first available stocks provided to the combat units engaged at Verdun in February that year. Thereafter, the widespread issue of M 1916 helmets to the rest of the army in Europe proceeded apace.

The M 1916 (Modell 1916) Stahlhelm was pressed from silicon/nickel steel plate and designed to cover and protect the head from mid-forehead to the nape of the neck. It weighed approximately 1.13 kilograms. The front edge was drawn forward into a form of peak, affording additional protection to the wearer’s eyes while still allowing him to aim and fire his weapon. Its distinctive shape and similarity to a coal-scuttle resulted in the Stahlhelm being accorded that name by the opposing Allied troops. In addition to the standard pattern steel helmet, an M 1918-pattern Stahlhelm with more flared and cut-away side edges was produced to reduce the echo effect and reduced hearing experienced with the M 1916 model.175 Externally, two small lugs or horns at the sides provided ventilation holes, which were also the points at which snipers could attach a separate steel visor (Stirnpanzer) to give them additional protection when in long-term static positions engaged in sniping tasks. These helmet visors, which first appeared in March 1916, were also made available to sentries, trench raiding parties and machine-gunners, but the weight of the Stirnpanzer was too great for its more general use. The latter troops (and other individuals where their frontline task or operational situation so required) were also issued with segmented steel-plate body armour designed to protect the upper body while operating their machine-guns. A one-piece leather chin-strap held the helmet securely on the head, being attached by M1891 chinstrap lugs of the same type used on the Pickelhaube, while internally a liner in the form of three segmented padded leather pouches provided a degree of comfort to the wearer; even so, the Stahlhelm was inevitably much heavier and less comfortable than the Pickelhaube. The steel shell was generally issued in sizes 60 to 68, although a size 70 could also be provided if required. An M 1917-pattern Stahlhelm featured an improved liner but was otherwise unchanged from the M 1916 model. Finally, the M 1918-pattern helmet referred to above had a two-piece chin-strap attached directly to the liner rather than to the steel shell, in addition to the cutaway skirt and a more rounded overall profile.

The Stahlhelm was issued painted in various shades of field grey, the precise shade dependent upon the original manufacturer and specific ordnance department providing the helmet. However, in front-line use the need to reduce any metallic shine and to blend into the local terrain resulted first of all in helmets simply being daubed with mud and later in a wide variety of paint schemes being applied to them. These multi-colour patterns were variously mottled, segmented, geometric or random, utilizing all shades of green, grey, blue, black, red, brown and yellow. Some units standardized the pattern and colours used; others simply allowed the troops to adopt the most appropriate scheme for their own particular area or role. Not until 7 July 1918 was the camouflage painting regularized by Army Order II, No. 91366, which directed that helmets were to be painted in several colours appropriate to the season (for example, brown, green and ochre were to be used in summertime) with each coloured segment or area separated by a finger-wide black line. Improvised cloth covers and attached foliage were used from an early stage, with officially produced cloth covers in white and grey also being issued during late 1916 and early 1917, although camouflage paint schemes generally continued to be the preferred option.

Although the ventilator horns allowed cold air to enter, and so were often necessarily blocked with mud or fabric in winter, and the flared skirt of the helmet distorted or blocked the wearer’s hearing to some extent, the innovative functional design and consequent protection afforded by the Stahlhelm represented a significant advance in the protection and effectiveness of the front-line soldier. It undoubtedly reduced the incidence of death and injury to German troops from 1916 – especially those caused by artillery bombardment, hand grenades and other forms of high-explosive, fragmentation and shrapnel attack, as well as by falling debris. The other Central Power armies used various versions of the M 1916, M 1917 and M 1918 Stahlhelm, modified to meet their specific requirements.

CAVALRY HEADDRESS

There were three types of cavalry headdress: the Kürassier helmet, the Ulan Tschapka and the Husar Pelzmütze. In essence, the helmet worn by the heavy-cavalry Kürassier troopers was a modified Pickelhaube, produced in steel. An extended rear peak or ‘lobster tail’ provided additional protection to the neck. Originally these helmets were plated or polished; painted versions were introduced later during the war, while a field-grey cloth cover was also provided for operational use. The traditional Pickelhaube spike was retained, although in Garde Kürassier units this spike could be removed and replaced with a silver eagle emblem when full-dress uniform was worn. Officers’ helmets were of better quality, the insignia embellished with highlighting and fine detail. Generally, these also retained the pre-war metal scale chin strap, while those of the ordinary troopers were soon replaced with adjustable leather chin straps. The usual front plate and side cockades were applied to Kürassier helmets, their quality once again reflecting whether the wearer was an officer or an ordinary trooper.

The M 1895-pattern Tschapka176 lancer cap (and several other aspects of the Ulan uniform) had its origins in the traditional headdress and uniform worn by the renowned Polish lancer units that had served with the French army during the Napoleonic wars. The Tschapka comprised a close-fitting black leather cap or helmet with the front peak edged in metal (usually brass). Some early versions featured a steel plate within the lining of the cap to afford additional protection. From the centre top of the cap a column or stem rose to support a flat square board (similar to an academic mortar board) orientated with its corners front and rear and side to side. A Feldzeichen cockade was fitted at the front left-side edge of the board, with the usual side cockades applied to the chin-strap rivets and a front plate as for the Pickelhaube. In addition, a hook on the top-right corner of the board allowed a cord to be attached from the lancer’s uniform to the Tschapka, to prevent loss of the headdress during combat or if otherwise dislodged. The officer’s Tschapka was not only of better quality than that of the trooper but was also designed with an aesthetically more pleasing flowing shape. Adjustable leather chin straps were generally adopted for field use, although some officers continued to use the pre-war scale-metal on leather chin straps. As with other forms of headdress, a field-grey cloth cover was provided.177

The hussar’s traditional black or dark-brown fur busby cap (Pelzmütze) was usually made of seal skin (Seehundsfell), although the hussar officer’s Pelmütze was made of otter skin (Otterfell) or grey Opossum fur (Opossumfell). Brown bear skin (Bärenpelz) was used by the 17th Hussar Regiment. Later during the war various substitute materials were adopted, including felt based on a composition cardboard base and various types of imitation fur. A coloured cloth ‘busby bag’ in the form of a flap was attached to the top of the Pelmütze and hung down on its left side, the bag’s colour varying according to the regiment. A Feldzeichen was mounted at the top centre-front of the Pelmütze, being made of woven cloth for ordinary hussars and of gold or silver bullion wire and coloured felt or velvet for officers. In parade dress, a coloured plume could be fitted behind the Feldzeichen. The national cockade was fitted under the chin-scales rivet on the right side, and a variety of scrolls, battle honours, deaths-heads and other regimental symbols and plates in white or yellow metal were borne on the front of the Pelmütze. These devices were often of silver plate, gilt or similar on an officer’s headdress, while those on the ordinary hussar’s Pelmütze were usually of brass, or a white-metal alloy in lieu of silver. Coloured cords were attached to the top right side of the Pelmütze and then looped around the wearer’s neck, thus ensuring that the cap was not lost if it was dislodged. The pre-war metal-scale chin straps were often retained in use, although adjustable leather chin straps were also widely utilized. When the metal-scale chin strap was not needed, it was frequently raised and fastened in an inverted ‘V’ under the Feldzeichen. In line with the introduction of the Feldgrau field service uniform, a field-grey cover was issued to cover virtually all of the Pelmütze, leaving only the Feldzeichen showing. However, hussar officers equipped with the grey Opossum fur Pelmütze routinely wore this headdress in the field without the cloth cover. Although the metal-scale chin strap could be used in conjunction with the cover, it was generally neither convenient nor appropriate to do so, and therefore the more functional leather chin strap was usually adopted in the field.

FIELD SERVICE AND SERVICE DRESS CAPS

The service cap (Dienstmütze) and later the field service cap (Feldmütze) originated during the Napoleonic wars in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. By 1910 the Dienstmütze had developed into a conventional coloured-cloth cap with a black leather peak and chin-strap. Its body colour and piping matched that of the army’s dark blue (Dunkelblau) pre-war uniform, reflecting the wearer’s regiment, arm of service or branch. The national cockade was fitted at the front-centre of the upper half of the cap, with the state cockade on the cap band immediately below it. For other ranks these small cockades were made of painted metal, each being pierced with two holes to facilitate sewing on to the cap. Officers’ cockades were of better quality and often featured woven silver or gold wire, enamelling and silver in lieu of white. The Dienstmütze was designed to be a suitably smart but functional headdress for general wear by all ranks when walking out and when engaged in duties other than formal parades. A similar cap without the peak or chin-strap was produced for enlisted personnel to wear in the field (Feldmütze) when not wearing a Pickelhaube or equivalent headdress, while officers and certain NCO ranks continued to use the Dienstmütze in the field. On operations the Feldmütze or Dienstmütze was usually carried in the soldier’s knapsack. From 1910, a Feldgrau or Graugrün-coloured Feldmütze was included as a standard item of the M 1910 Feldgrau field service uniform and its M 1910/15 and M 1915 successors. From 1910, officers and NCOs were provided with a Feldmütze fitted with a black leather peak.

The M 1910-pattern Feldmütze featured a coloured band around the lower half of the cap and coloured piping about its crown, which together identified the arm or branch of service of the wearer:

Although this headdress was designed for use in the field, the coloured bands of the Feldmütze proved too distinctive for front-line wear, and so a length of Feldgrau or Graugrün cloth was provided to cover the coloured cap band when the operational situation so required. These covers were either sewn in place or applied temporarily using a buckle fastening.

M 1910 Feldmütze Bands and Piping



	Arm or Branch

	Cap Body

	Cap Band

	Cap Piping




	Infantry (Infanterie)

	Feldgrau

	Scarlet

	Scarlet




	Jäger

	Graugrün

	Green

	Green




	Schützen

	Graugrün

	Black, edged green

	Green




	Machine-gun detachments

	Graugrün

	Black

	Red




	Train

	Feldgrau

	Light blue

	Light blue




	Artillery (Artillerie)

	Feldgrau

	Black, edged scarlet

	Scarlet




	Pioneers (Pionere)

	Feldgrau

	Black, edged scarlet

	Scarlet




	Specialist troops, inc. Air

	Feldgrau

	Black, edged scarlet

	Scarlet




	Service and Communications

	 

	 

	 




	Medical

	Feldgrau

	Dark blue

	Red




	Veterinary officers

	Feldgrau

	Black

	Carmine




	Cuirassiers (Kürassiere)

	Feldgrau

	Regimental colour

	White




	Dragoons (Dragoner)

	Feldgrau

	Regimental colour

	Regimental colour




	Ulanen

	Feldgrau

	Regimental colour

	Regimental colour




	Hussars (Husaren)

	Feldgrau

	Regimental colour

	Regimental colour




	Jäger zu Pferde

	Graugrün

	Regimental colour

	Regimental colour




	General staff officers

	Feldgrau

	Carmine

	Carmine




	(Generalstabsoffiziere)

	 

	 

	 




	General officers

	Feldgrau

	Scarlet

	Scarlet




	(Generale)

	 

	 

	 





When the M 1915-pattern field service uniform was developed, a cap similar to the old Dienstmütze but produced in Feldgrau or Graugrün and with a grey peak and chin strap was approved for universal wear by all ranks with the army’s new peacetime uniform (Friedensuniform). However, its late acceptance for service meant that relatively few units or individuals were issued with this cap before the war ended.

7. PERSONAL EQUIPMENT

The most widely used personal load-carrying equipment in service when the army went to war was the M 1909-pattern leather equipment; this was certainly so for the infantry. The belts, straps and pouches were usually of brown leather, but with black equipment also frequently seen in use. From 1915 the officer’s distinctive pre-war pattern waist belt (Feldbinde) was replaced with a field service belt (Feldkoppel) of dark brown grained leather. From that time also, the high command directed that all of an officer’s leather equipment, including boots, gaiters, pistol holsters, map cases and binocular cases (five sets of field glasses were issued to each infantry company) but not saddles and horse harnesses, should be blackened; however, implementation of this order varied widely between theatres and units.178

LOAD-CARRYING EQUIPMENT

The soldier’s leather waist belt had a fastening that featured a white-metal plate bearing the embossed coat of arms or insignia of the parent state. Prussian and Baden belt plates showed the imperial crown surrounded by a spray of laurel leaves and the motto ‘GOTT MIT UNS’ (‘God with us’);179 Bavarian and Saxon belt plates were similar but bore respectively the motto ‘IN TREUE FEST’ (‘in faithfulness we stand together’)180 and ‘PROVIDENTIAE MEMOR’ (‘Remember Providence’); the belt plates of units from Hesse bore a larger crown and no motto, while those of Württemberg bore the state coat of arms and the motto ‘FURCHTLOS UND TREUE’ (‘Fearless and Faithful’). Each side of the belt plate was either a single large M 1889-pattern leather ammunition pouch (holding 45 rounds, making a total of 90 rounds carried in these pouches) or, more usually, a group of three smaller M 1909 leather ammunition pouches, each of which held 20 rounds (making a total of 120 rounds). Additional ammunition was carried in the soldier’s haversack and (if necessary) his field pack, to produce a grand total of 150 rounds carried by every infantry soldier.

A brown canvas haversack (Brotbeutel) was attached by loops to the belt on the right side. An aluminium drinking cup (Trinkbecher) was carried inside, while a grey-felt-covered aluminium water bottle (Feldflasche)with a screw stopper was hooked on to the rear of the haversack. The Feldflasche had a capacity of one litre. On the left side of the belt were the bayonet and entrenching tool (a spade, pick or hatchet). The metal part of the entrenching tool was in a leather case suspended handle-down from the belt on a loop, with the bayonet scabbard secured both to the belt and (by a strap) to the outside of the entrenching tool case.

THE FIELD PACK

In full marching order, the M 1895-pattern calfskin field pack or knapsack (Tornister) was carried. It was supported by two M 1909-pattern leather shoulder braces, the ends of which were attached to the waist belt behind the ammunition pouches at the front. The Tornister contained, or had attached to it, the remaining items of the soldier’s field clothing and equipment. This included a pair of trousers (Tuchhose), a field service forage cap (Feldmütze), two collarless shirts (Hemden), a pair of socks (Strümpfe), two handkerchiefs, a dry food or rice bag, a ‘housewife’ (i.e., a basic sewing kit), a bag containing a toothbrush and washing and shaving items (Waschzeug) packed inside the Tornister flap, a pair of underwear drawers, a pair of laced shoes (Schuhe), a booklet of marching songs, a set of boot cleaning brushes, a small round can (Fettbüchse)181 containing a portion of butter or margarine, a weapon cleaning kit (Reinigungsgerät) including a small oil can (Ölbüchse), a copper metal tin, a small salt bag, and an ‘iron ration’ (Eiserne Portion or Eiserner Bestand) bag (containing preserved meat (Fleischkonserve) and vegetables (Gemüsekonserve) in separate small cans). Two tins for coffee (Kaffeebüchsen) were also carried.182 In addition, small personal items such as reading and writing material, tobacco and extra socks, a scarf, gloves and so on might be carried in the Tornister. In 1914, a fully packed Tornister weighed about 9.7 kilograms. However, the knapsack might weigh more if extra ammunition was issued, as these rounds would then be carried readily accessible in two pockets inside the Tornister flap.
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Infantry Fighting Order, c.1918





Other items were attached to the outside of the Tornister by a number of leather straps specifically designed for this purpose. A blackened aluminium canteen and lid with a folding and detachable handle (Kochgeschirr) was strapped to the centre rear of the Tornister. This canteen (capacity 2.4 litres) served as a cooking pot, with the lid used either as a frying pan or as a cup. Usually, a combination fork and spoon was carried within the canteen. Also on the outside of the pack was a half-tent canvas sheet (Zeltbahn), which was rolled and strapped around the top and two sides of the Tornister, with three tent pegs (Zeltpflöcke), a three-piece tent pole (Zeltstange) and a length of tent cord (Zeltleine) carried within the pack. Two soldiers carried the equipment (Zeltausrüstung) necessary to construct a two-man tent, while a single half-tent sheet could be used as a groundsheet or blanket to provide an individual with a degree of protection from the elements if required to sleep in the open. Larger temporary shelters could be made by joining additional half-tent sheets together. Finally, if not worn, the soldier’s greatcoat (Mantel) would be rolled (Mantelrolle) and strapped around the top and two sides of the pack, secured beneath the half-tent canvas sheet. Alternatively, a rolled blanket could be carried here.

Including his rifle, ammunition, bayonet, entrenching tool, and fully packed Tornister, an infantry soldier carried a total load of 25 kilograms in field service marching order. Although the items to be carried in the Tornister, pouches and haversack in marching order were clearly laid down, the precise composition of the soldier’s load and whether or not he also needed to carry any special tools, weapons or other equipment, ultimately depended upon his unit, branch and role and the type and theatre of operations in which he was engaged.183

GAS MASKS

One important item not included in this typical 1914/15 summary of personal equipment detailed above was a gas mask (Gasmaske) or respirator, reflecting the fact that poison gas was not used on the battlefield until 1915. In fact, no proper gas masks existed before 1916. A succession of largely inadequate protective devices such as goggles, chemical-impregnated mouth pads and protective hoods were widely used until the arrival of the first quantities of M 1915-pattern gas mask from the beginning of 1916. These masks comprised a hood fitted with eyepieces and a breathing tube with a valve that connected the hood to a charcoal or chemical filter (Gasmaskenpatrone) through which air was drawn. When the masks were first worn by the troops on the Somme, their unfamiliar and dehumanizing appearance unsettled some horses and mules, causing ‘mules to panic and stampede’.184 They were usually carried in a cylindrical metal container suspended by a cord about the neck at chest or waist level, thus ensuring immediate access to the mask in the event of a gas attack. Even these properly developed protective devices afforded little or no protection against mustard gas, which could penetrate clothing and attack through the skin rather than needing to attack through the airway. Further development and modifications resulted in improved gas masks and filters entering general service by 1917 (with special gas masks also available for dogs and horses). However, the debilitating effect of operating in gas masks for protracted periods of time, or while carrying out physically demanding activities, was always significant and to the detriment of operational effectiveness.

MOUNTED TROOPS AND SADDLERY

Cavalry troopers routinely carried a carbine in a bucket or sheath attached to the side of the saddle, but in hand or slung when contact with the enemy was anticipated. Their metal mess tin or canteen was the same design as that of other troops and was carried in one of two leather cases or saddle-bags, together with a standard water bottle. All of the trooper’s essential equipment was contained in or attached to these leather saddle-bags, or strapped in place adjacent to the saddle, and included spare carbine or pistol ammunition, a container for spare horseshoes, a short spade or axe, a corn sack, picketing rope and a rolled riding cape or cloak. Dependent upon the type of unit, a lance, pistol, sabre or sword would complete the cavalry trooper’s ensemble in marching order. Typically, a cavalry mount prepared for marching order carried a load of about 45 kilograms without its rider. Meanwhile, irrespective of his arm branch or regiment, a mounted officer’s basic equipment and horse care items typically included the saddle and harness, the saddle blanket (Woilach) – a heavy woollen blanket which was folded in four under the saddle – plus a greatcoat cover, corn sack, drinking bucket and leather head rope.

8. TROPICAL FIELD SERVICE UNIFORMS AND EQUIPMENT

A variety of suitably designed and adapted field service uniforms185 were issued to troops based in non-temperate theatres, including Germany’s pre-war colonies in the Far East, the Pacific region and Africa, and later on to those units deployed to fight in Palestine, Mesopotamia, the Sinai, Turkey, Greece and Bulgaria. The field service uniforms and equipment issued to non-colonial German troops serving in non-temperate areas after 1914 owed much to the pre-war experience gained by military, para-military and police units in the German protectorates and colonies.186

In German South West Africa, the protectorate troops (Schutztruppen) wore single-breasted jackets and trousers of khaki corduroy. The jacket (Litewka) had four pockets, white metal buttons, a stand-and-fall collar and light blue facings. Shoulder-cords were made of black, white and red thread worked in a ‘V’ design and frequently set upon a light blue woollen base. Buttons and insignia were generally removable, with the latter attached by hook-and-eye, in order to facilitate regular washing. A similar pattern uniform of khaki cotton drill material was also worn, with cord jackets or trousers often appearing with those made of khaki drill. Ankle boots, riding boots, and all equipment was of brown leather, while a brown canvas haversack was also carried together with an aluminium water bottle in a brown leather case. Ammunition pouches on the waist belt and on the two leather braces provided a capacity for 125 rounds of Gew 98 rifle or carbine ammunition to be carried. A bayonet frog was fitted as an integral part of the waist belt. Standard headdress was a form of Feldmütze made of khaki corduroy, with a black leather peak and a light blue band, on the front of which was the national cockade. However, grey and khaki slouch or campaign hats (with a light blue or cornflower-blue band, with the (usually) right-side turned up and secured by a large national cockade), cork sun helmets both with and without a spike, French-style kepis and other variations were also worn. A stone-grey greatcoat was issued to the Schutztruppen in all of the German protectorates in Africa.

The protectorate troops in German East Africa wore a khaki cotton drill Litewka and trousers with laced boots and gaiters. All facings were white, as was the base upon which the black, white and red shoulder-cords were set. Headdress options were generally the same as those in German South West Africa, but with white hat bands and facing colour embellishments. Native troops (Askari) wore a khaki drill uniform with ankle boots, blue puttees and a red tarboosh (or tasselled fez) with a brass number indicating the wearer’s company on the front. A khaki cover was provided for the tarboosh in the field, as was a khaki cloth fitted to the back of the tarboosh to protect the wearer’s neck from the sun.187 The equipment carried in full marching order included a knapsack, haversack, leather-covered water bottle, drinking cup, blanket and waist belt. Two (but sometimes three) ammunition pouches were mounted on the waist belt.

The field service uniform and equipment used by the protectorate force in Kamerun (Cameroon) were generally the same pattern as those for German East Africa, apart from the colour of the uniform facings and other distinguishing embellishments that identified the protectorate to which the troops belonged. For the Kamerun Schutztruppen these were dark red (claret), and the tarboosh worn by the Kamerun Askari bore a small German imperial eagle headdress plate.

The German military presence in the Far East was the East Asian Detachment of marines, artillery and naval personnel. This force maintained a sizeable detachment at Kiao-chau in China, a small guard force for the German legation in Peking, and a number of detachments of various sizes at Tientsin and elsewhere in northern China. The East Asia field service uniform was of khaki or grey cotton drill, with a white or khaki sun helmet (often bearing an imperial eagle helmet plate in bronze or brass, which would be covered with a piece of cloth in the field), a grey felt spiked helmet, a grey slouch hat, an M 1900 straw sun hat (Strohhut) (a straw version of the slouch or campaign hat) or a Feldmütze with a black peak. All of this headdress featured a national cockade either frontally or at the side, dependent upon the type of hat or helmet. Jacket insignia and badges of rank were generally the same as those used on the temperate field service uniform. NCOs were distinguished by black, white and red collar braid. Locally engaged personnel wore a khaki drill shirt and trousers, blue puttees, and a straw hat fitted with a yellow button with a black, white and red hanging fringe (in lieu of a conventional cockade). The soldier’s number in German and Chinese script was borne on a metal plate worn on the left breast. His basic equipment – boots, waist belt and ammunition pouches – was of brown leather; in addition he was issued with a brown waterproof haversack, an aluminium water bottle covered with felt, and a drinking cup.

In Togoland and in the Western Pacific in Samoa and German New Guinea the local security forces were predominantly police or para-military rather than army, being officered or supervised by German Europeans but otherwise comprised of locally engaged native personnel. Their uniforms varied widely, relying in large part on the use of old uniform items passed on by European troops and other colonial forces.

After August 1914, those troops already in these far-flung overseas theatres continued to wear their pre-war uniforms, notably in the German protectorates in east and west Africa. However, contingents of troops sent to new theatres of operations such as Greece, Palestine, Mesopotamia, Bulgaria, the Sinai and Turkey had to be provided with suitable hot-weather clothing. Accordingly, uniforms in dark khaki cotton drill were issued for service in Palestine and elsewhere, together with tropical sun helmets bearing a large national cockade on the front and no helmet plate or with a helmet plate and the national cockade on the right-hand side. Cloth sun shields were frequently fitted to the rear of these helmets. Infantry units were distinguishable by a white helmet band and artillerymen by a black band piped red. A khaki Feldmütze with a plain or coloured band (plain for infantry, black piped red for artillery and blue piped red for train) and a brown peak and chin-strap was also widely worn. The jackets had stand- and-fall collars and six metal buttons. Corps, arm and branch of the service was indicated by shoulder-strap piping. Infantry shoulder-straps were either plain or piped with the corps colour; the artillery piping was scarlet, the train light or cornflower blue, and that of medical troops dark blue. Brown ankle boots were worn with dark grey or brown puttees, and the basic field equipment was generally of brown leather.

The M 1915 tunic (Bluse) was frequently seen in use with khaki drill trousers in Palestine, Turkey, Bulgaria and Mesopotamia. Similarly, other temperate uniform items were used in non-temperate theatres. Various versions of the khaki Feldmütze proliferated in all theatres – but always bearing the standard two-cockade insignia found on that for the M 1910 field service uniform. Meanwhile considerable numbers of the old M 1900 Strohhut also reappeared in German units in the field alongside locally acquired Arab-style headdress, the ubiquitous slouch hat and sun helmets of various types. Troops serving with or in support of the Turkish forces also adopted some Turkish uniform items, notably the lightweight Turkish sun helmet, extended cloth neck protectors and the Turkish field service jacket.

9. IDENTITY DISCS

During the course of the war, three successive patterns of personal identity disc (Erkennungsmarke, or ‘dog-tag’) entered service. These oval metal discs were worn by every soldier and were usually made of zinc, being drilled with two holes and worn suspended on a cord about the neck. The pre-war pattern discs continued in use until autumn 1915 and simply provided details of the soldier’s regiment, company and number within the company. The disc was approximately 5.1 by 3.8 centimetres. Various letters identified the type or category of unit: examples of these included ‘I’ for Infantry, ‘J’ for Jäger, ‘R’ for Reserve (or Regiment), ‘L’ or ‘Ldw’ for Landwehr, ‘E’ or ‘Ers’ for Ersatz, ‘C’ or ‘K’ for Company, and ‘B’ or ‘Bay’ for Bavarian. Neither this disc nor its two successors showed any details of a soldier’s religion or of his rank.



[image: image]



Identity Discs: 1914, 1915 and 1916



In September 1915 a new pattern of identity disc was introduced. This was again oval and made of zinc but carried much more information, with its size increased to 6.9 centimetres by 5.1 centimetres. This disk provided basic personal information as well as employing an updating system that, in theory, allowed every change of a soldier’s unit to be recorded on the disc. On the top half of the disc was shown the soldier’s forename and surname, his last address (including street and house number in the case of a large town or city) prior to entering military service, date of birth, and his depot unit in Germany, including his company, squadron or battery at the depot and his depot-allocated regimental number. Then, when the soldier completed his training and time at the depot and joined the field army, the details of his new unit, company, squadron or battery and new regimental number within that sub-unit were stamped on to the lower half of the disc. On posting to another field army unit these details would be struck out and the new information stamped on to the disc. However, the personal and depot details at the top half of the disc were not struck out.

The final pattern of identity disc appeared in November 1916. It was approximately the same size as its predecessor but employed a pragmatic new concept as well as applying information to both sides of the disc. The disc was divided horizontally in half by a perforated line, with the old personal and depot information now being duplicated both above and below both halves on one side. Then, on the other side of the disc, the details of the soldier’s subsequent field army units were stamped (and later struck out and updated as before) in duplicate both above and below the perforated line. Thus, when a soldier was killed, his identity disc would be broken in half, with the lower half being returned to his administering depot in Germany while the upper half (with the cord) was secured to and buried with the body.188

10. THE PAY BOOK

The soldier’s pay book (Soldbuch) included comprehensive personal and family particulars and full details of his military service, with updates added as his military career progressed and (where applicable) he moved between units. As well as his pay grade, entitlements and payments made, information about leave taken, any hospitalizations, inoculations, equipment issued and any other pertinent personal or military matters could be included in this key document, which the soldier was required to carry with him at all times. The Soldbuch measured 14 by 9 centimetres and was produced with a brown cover and multiple white or off-white pages pre-printed with columns or tables into which information was inserted in manuscript, with dates, authorizing stamps, signatures, or initials applied to these entries as necessary. The book’s cover bore the title Soldbuch für den … (Pay book for ...), showing the soldier’s name, and Nr. der Stammrolle ... (Number on the unit’s nominal roll). The first pages of the Soldbuch were pre-printed with sections for the following information to be inserted:



Form of the Soldbuch



	Section Information




	One

	Personal details: Full name, Date of birth, Place of birth, District, Province (of Germany)




	Two

	Parents’ details: Profession, Father’s full name, Mother’s full name, Residential address,




	 

	District




	Three

	Religion




	Four

	Profession or trade (prior to commencing military service)




	Five

	Marriage details: Full name of wife, Wife’s residential address, District, Number of




	 

	children




	Six

	Initial military service: Date enlisted into the army and first unit, Date called up for




	 

	active service and first field army unit




	Seven

	Medals, decorations and commendations




	Eight

	Physical description: Height, Physique, Distinguishing features, Hair, Eyes, Foot size, etc.







The Soldbuch of 1914–18 did not contain a photograph of the soldier, so the physical description section provided an important means of establishing his identity and where applicable his entitlement to be in a military restricted area, away from his unit on leave, and so on. If involved in an incident off-duty or if stopped by the military or civilian police for any reason, the Soldbuch was the first item that the soldier would be required to produce.189


PART VI
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COMBAT ARMS

ALTHOUGH THE WHOLE ARMY was involved in the business of defeating the enemy, the combat arms had the task of confronting the enemy forces head-on, whether by direct or indirect fire or by close combat. The three combat arms (or branches) were therefore the infantry (which included the machine-gunners, although for clarity the machine-gun units have been allocated a separate descriptive section), the cavalry, and the artillery. In 1914, the three principal combat arms included a formidable range of unit types and organizations, together delivering capabilities to deal with a diverse range of operational roles and tactical situations.

It might reasonably be argued that the use of offensive air support by the army’s air force units as the war progressed justifies their inclusion as a fourth combat arm. Indeed, the air forces (Luftstreitkräfte) were established as a separate branch of the army on 25 November 1916, by which stage the army’s pre-war focus upon airships had been largely superseded by a new emphasis upon combat aircraft. However, in 1914 these air service units were categorized as part of the army’s supporting communication troops, and this continued to be the official organizational status of the air force throughout the war, although once established as a separate branch in November 1916 they did take precedence over the pioneer and communications branches. Accordingly, while recognizing the army’s increasing use of air power for combat missions from 1915, the air forces are dealt with as one of the principal supporting arms in Part VII rather than here as a combat arm.

The following sections therefore deal primarily with the organization and development of the army’s three traditional combat arms, describing their pre-war status, their planned situation on transition to war and on mobilization, and highlighting some of the more significant changes to their organization and establishment as the war progressed. Acknowledging the eventual status of the army’s tank assault units as a new and distinct combat arm in embryo, a short description of the relatively few armoured units that were created from September 1917 to crew the army’s German-produced tanks has also been included here rather than as part of the motorized transport troops in Part VII. Although formed late in the war and only achieving the status of a separate branch or arm in September 1918, these tank assault units were undeniably army units with a clear combat role that required them to close with the ground forces opposing them, and as such they would certainly have achieved army-wide recognition as a fourth combat arm if the war had continued beyond 1918.

The German Imperial Army (1914)190



	Infantry

	 




	Prussian foot guards

	5 regiments




	Prussian guard grenadiers

	5 regiments




	Prussian guard fusiliers

	1 regiment




	Line grenadiers

	12 regiments




	Line infantry and fusiliers

	182 regiments




	Bavarian infantry

	24 regiments




	Jäger and Schützen

	15 battalions




	Prussian guard machine-gunners

	2 detachments




	(not included within infantry regiments)

	 




	Line machine-gunners (not included within

	9 detachments




	infantry regiments)

	 




	Fortress machine-gunners

	15 detachments




	Reserve infantry

	113 regiments




	Landwehr infantry

	96 regiments




	Ersatz infantry

	86 battalions




	Landwehr Ersatz infantry

	21 battalions




	 

	 




	Cavalry

	 




	Prussian heavy cavalry (Kürassiere)

	10 regiments




	Bavarian heavy cavalry

	2 regiments




	Saxon cavalry

	3 regiments




	Dragoons (Dragoner)

	26 regiments




	Bavarian light cavalry

	8 regiments




	Hussars (Husaren)

	21 regiments




	Lancers (Ulanen)

	23 regiments




	Mounted rifle regiments (Jäger zu Pferde)

	13 regiments




	 

	 




	Artillery

	 




	Field artillery

	642 batteries




	Foot (heavy) artillery

	400 batteries





Specific details of the weapons, equipment, uniforms, tactics and training of the combat arms are included in those parts and appendices of this work that deal specifically with those subjects, rather than in Part VI. Much of the pre-war statistical and organizational information for Part VI has been drawn from the 4th Edition of the Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (August 1914 updated edition), which provided comprehensive establishments for most of the army as at 1 October 1913, while a much wider range of sources has been used for the 1914–18 period, including the April 1918 edition of the General Staff Handbook of the German Army in War.

1. THE INFANTRY

The infantry of all sides bore the brunt of the fighting in World War I, and its consistently high rates of casualties between 1914 and 1918 reflected this. In a war that still measured military success or failure and strategic and operational advantage largely by the extent of ground won, held or lost, it was inevitable that those whose principal task was to take or hold ground – the infantry – invariably found themselves at the epicentre of the fighting. This also meant that the infantry was the most important arm of the Kaiser’s army, for ultimately all of the other combat arms supported its operations and actions to varying extents.

The infantry regiments were organized as infantry of the Guard or infantry of the line, or as independent light infantry (Jäger) and rifle (Schützen) battalions. In 1913 there were 217 infantry regiments based in Prussia, Saxony, Württemberg and Bavaria, and for administrative purposes these were grouped within 101 two-regiment infantry brigades and five three-regiment infantry brigades. The total numbers of battalions within these regiments were 498 Prussian, 51 Saxon, 30 Württemberg and 72 Bavarian. Of these, the 297 battalions deployed at the frontier or within Guard regiments were maintained at a higher manpower level in peacetime than were the other 354. The total number of battalions included eighteen Jäger battalions (fourteen from Prussia, two from Saxony and two from Bavaria).

As at 1 October 1913 there were 16,450 regimental officers, 1,581 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 1,354 medical officers, 244 bandmasters, 683 artificers, 58,903 non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and 427,650 other ranks serving as members of infantry regiments or providing specialist support (such as medical and pay services) for these units. (For the technical specifications and characteristics of the principal infantry weapons see Appendix 1.)
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THE INFANTRY REGIMENT

An infantry regiment would usually be commanded by a colonel (Oberst) with a lieutenant colonel (Oberstleutnant) as his second-in-command. As the war continued, officer casualties and operational circumstances frequently resulted in regiments being commanded by majors, either temporarily or for protracted periods of time. A regiment comprised three battalions (numbered I, II and III), each of four infantry companies (numbered 1 to 12 within the regiment) and (from September 1916) a machine-gun company (numbered 1 to 3 within the regiment). However, prior to 1914 a regiment had only one machine-gun company (numbered 13), which could divide into three sections, each section deploying to support one of the regiment’s infantry battalions or as otherwise directed.

A battalion was usually commanded by a major (Major) and a company by a captain (Hauptmann) or a lieutenant (Oberleutnant or Leutnant). Each infantry company comprised three platoons (Züge), numbered 1 to 3 within the company, while a platoon (Zug) had four sections (Korporalschaften), each of which was commanded by an NCO (Unteroffizier). These sections were numbered 1 to 12 within the company and were regarded as administrative rather than tactical units. Manpower constraints later during the war resulted in the number of sections in many infantry platoons being reduced from four to three. A further subdivision of the platoon produced half-platoons (Halbzüge), made up of various numbers of squads (Gruppen) of eight infantrymen commanded by a lance-corporal (Gefreiter). Medical support at company level was minimal and comprised just four stretcher bearers (Krankenträger).
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Oberleutnant and Leutnant, France, 1918




The established wartime strength of the infantry regiment (Infanterie-Regiment), battalion (Bataillon) and company (Kompanie)191 on mobilization in 1914 was:



Infantry Units (1914)
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However, these figures indicated target strengths for planning purposes and were necessarily adapted and modified during the war to match operational needs, manpower availability and changing weaponry and tactics. In March 1917 the War Ministry indicated an intention to reduce infantry battalions to 750 other ranks, and during the final two years of the war a battalion without its machine-gun company typically numbered just 800–850 officers and soldiers. Nevertheless, although these battalions were somewhat smaller than those which went to war in 1914, the army was able to field some 2,300 infantry battalions by early 1918.

While very much a part of the infantry regiments and the battles they fought, the army’s machine-gun units experienced much organizational change as they increased rapidly in number and capability from 1916. Accordingly, they are dealt with separately later on, rather than as an integral part of the regiments within or alongside which they usually served. A distinction should also be made between members of the specialist machine-gun units and those infantry soldiers who manned the various types of light machine-gun issued to battalions on a trial or experimental basis from 1916; these weapons were subsequently superseded by the general issue of the 08/15 pattern light machine-gun from 1917. A battalion’s light machine-gunners still had to be found from within that battalion’s existing manpower, a manning constraint that also applied to other capability enhancements after 1916, including the creation of signalling detachments (Nachrichtenmittelabteilungen), pioneer companies and trench mortar detachments (Minenwerfer-Abteilungen) within infantry regiments and battalions. By 1918, each infantry battalion included a Minenwerfer section equipped with four 7.6-centimetre light trench mortars, which were in turn usually grouped within the regiment’s Minenwerfer-Abteilung of twelve light trench mortars and 24 grenade projectors (Granatwerfer). Every infantry regiment had a Minenwerfer officer attached to its headquarters.

In order to pass orders and information within the regiment when it was in defence, occupying tented or requisitioned accommodation, or in some other static position, the infantry regiment of 1914 was required to provide a telephone communications detachment. This was subdivided into four groups, with one for the headquarters and one per battalion. Each group comprised an NCO and two men, equipped with telephone equipment and two kilometres of cable, with a further four kilometres held by the regiment as a detachment reserve. By 1918 this capability had increased substantially, with each infantry battalion now providing its own telephone detachment (Fernsprech-Abteilung) of an officer and four telephone sections, each of which had an NCO and three men and was equipped with four telephones and sufficient cable to lay about eight kilometres of line. In August 1914, Alexander Powell, reporting the German army’s advance into Belgium for the American publication New York World, saw ‘Men on bicycles with a coil of insulated wire slung between them strung a field telephone from tree to tree so the general commanding could converse with any part of the fifty mile [80 kilometres] long column.’192 Although this method of line-laying and communication for controlling the movement of large-scale columns of men and transport was generally only practicable along roads and other major routes, as in the case of the Ausmarsch, it was none the less well practised and therefore fairly effective; it was also the only real option at a time when the army’s wireless capability was still at a relatively rudimentary stage of development.

In more fluid situations flags were used for signalling, the old semaphore system being superseded from 1906 by flag signals based upon the Morse Code. In accordance with the Regulations for Flag Signalling (1911), every officer and NCO was required to recognize seven vital two-letter flag signals, although all officers and NCOs were encouraged to learn the full Morse Code and the actions represented by the letters, together with the corresponding flag signals. Each infantry company had one officer and two NCO signal flag instructors, with six men per company trained as flag signallers and who also served as telephone operators. In 1914 an infantry ‘signalling group’ usually comprised a commander and one or two men, who were equipped for this task with a telescope, compass, three-section flag pole, three signalling flags (yellow, white and dark blue) each about 80 square centimetres in size, 100 official forms and envelopes, four pencils, one India rubber and a map. For planning purposes, flag signalling was considered to be viable at ranges up to five kilometres using a telescope, and to about three kilometres using the eye alone.

Although originally a capability used only by the cavalry, lamp signalling sections (Blinkertrupps) using heliographs and (more usually) acetylene lamp signalling equipment soon appeared alongside telephone sections (Fernsprechtrupps) and other specialist communications personnel within regimental signalling detachments (Truppen-Nachrichtenabteilungen) as the conflict evolved, with all of these troops being responsible to the divisional signals commander for all specialist or technical signals matters.



Infantry Unit Transport (1914)
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The onset and development of trench warfare soon necessitated much more extensive, complex and technologically advanced communications support than that which had been envisaged by the high command prior to the war, especially at the operational level, and this subject is dealt with as a specialist support function later on. Nevertheless, many of the basic signalling skills required within the infantry regiment in 1914 continued in use by Truppen-Nachrichtenabteilungen at the tactical level throughout the war.193

Although the regiment was expected to move on foot once in its operational area, it depended upon a large complement of horses to draw the cargo and specialist wagons essential to maintain its capability and combat effectiveness. Without these grey-painted, four-wheeled, horse-drawn wagons to carry ammunition, medical stores, field kitchens and other essential equipment, the regiment’s ability to fulfil its mission would diminish rapidly. Individual horses also satisfied an essential requirement for those engaged in command, reconnaissance and liaison duties. The planned allocation of 1st Line (Gefechtsbagage) and 2nd Line (Grosse Bagage)194 horses and horse-drawn transport within an infantry regiment and battalion (the latter without a machine-gun company) and an infantry company in wartime was as shown in the table opposite.

In addition, horses owned by individual officers and other transport wagons or motor vehicles acquired by the unit might complement the regiment’s transport. Such non-regulation enhancements were generally not officially recognized or established, however, and therefore they were not normally provided for in the general staff’s logistical support plan for the regiment.

INFANTRY CYCLIST COMPANIES AND BATTALIONS

At the beginning of the war, each infantry battalion was required to provide eight cyclists (Radfahrer) for liaison, security and reconnaissance duties. The Jäger battalions had one, sometimes two, cyclist companies (Radfahrer-kompanie). The proven value of cyclists carrying out a variety of tasks led to the formation from mid-1916 of specialist cyclist battalions (Radfahrerbataillon), each of four cyclist companies. Some 150 cyclist companies were in service by the end of 1917. Some of these were formed as divisional cyclist companies in infantry and cavalry divisions, while cyclist battalions were employed both on the Western Front and in Romania. Moving on surfaced roads, a cyclist unit could reasonably expect to cover 30 to 40 kilometres in two hours.

In September 1916, five cyclist battalions were deployed, with a sixth battalion formed in July 1917. Two battalions operated on the Western Front but were subsequently redeployed to Romania, where the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Cyclist Battalions formed a cyclist brigade (Radfahrerbrigade). These Radfahrer units fulfilled roles such as mobile reserve and rapid reinforcement, as well as the military cyclist’s more traditional missions of the pre-1914 era. A cyclist brigade supported a cavalry division in March 1917 during the army’s withdrawal to new defensive positions in the Siegfried-Stellung (or ‘Hindenburg Line’ as it was more familiarly known by the British and Allied troops). The same brigade fought in the Baltic region at Oesel island (to the north of Riga) in October 1917, as well as temporarily relieving infantry divisions in Flanders and carrying out security duties on the Belgium–Netherlands border.

When machine-gun companies were formed in July 1916 specifically to support the cyclist battalions, they each fielded six machine-guns, which operated as three two-gun sections, manned by three officers, two warrant officers, and 59 other ranks. This broadly matched the September 1916 organization established for infantry regiment machine-gun companies (which is described in some detail below), but with one notable difference. In order to match the mobility of the battalion it supported, cyclist battalion machine-gun companies were equipped with sufficient motorized vehicles to enable its three machine-gun sections to move and operate independently if required. This transport allocation also allowed 15,000 rounds of ready ammunition (i.e., immediately available ammunition) to be carried per gun. These machine-gun companies later saw extensive service with their parent cyclist battalions in Romania.

The established strength of a cyclist company by 1917 included three officers and 150 other ranks (including an armourer and a medical NCO). In addition to its bicycles, the company’s transport included a motor car, two motorized trucks, a horse-drawn small-arms ammunition wagon, a field kitchen and a supply wagon. The company’s three non-motorized wagons were each drawn by four horses.

JÄGER INFANTRY BATTALIONS

The traditional role of the army’s eighteen Jäger battalions was to operate as highly mobile light infantry, working alongside and in close cooperation with cavalry forces. In wartime, another eighteen Jäger reserve battalions were mobilized, bringing the total number to 36. As at 1 October 1913 the total established strength of these battalions was 548 officers, 36 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 36 medical officers, eighteen bandmasters, eighteen artificers, 1,923 NCOs and 13,175 other ranks. While the wartime strength of a Jäger battalion was virtually the same as that of a standard infantry battalion, its peacetime strength in 1914 was 888 officers and men (including a machine-gun company of 75 and cyclist company of 116).

The Jäger battalion was divided into four rifle companies, numbered 1 to 4, with the machine-gun company numbered 5 and the cyclist company numbered 6. The Prussian Guard Schützen battalion was organized as as a Jäger battalion and so is included within the total of eighteen such battalions in the army of 1914. In 1916 a further machine-gun company and a trench mortar (Minenwerfer) company were added to the Jäger battalion’s standard order of battle.



Jäger Battalion (1914)
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MOUNTAIN INFANTRY BATTALIONS AND REGIMENTS

Prior to the war, a number of Jäger battalions underwent annual training in winter and mountain warfare, and additional ski and mountain warfare units were formed during spring 1915. At that stage, four ski battalions (Gebirgs- und Schneeschuh-Bataillone) were formed in Bavaria and one in Württemberg. The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Battalions comprised the 3rd Jäger Regiment within the army’s new Alpine Corps (which in practice operated as a division), serving in the Trentino area on the Italian front. Later the regiment was employed in Serbia, and in spring 1916 it deployed to the Western Front, fighting in the battles for Verdun. Subsequently, the regiment joined the newly formed 200th Division in the Carpathian mountains area during August 1916, serving alongside the 4th and 5th Jäger Regiments in that division, which was at that time one of two divisions in the Carpathian Corps (the other being the 1st Infantry Division).

Meanwhile, the Württembergisches Gebirgs- und Schneeschuh-Bataillon was organized with nine companies. It fought in the Vosges mountains until October 1916, when it was deployed to Transylvania, only to return to the Vosges the following spring. In November 1917 it moved to Romania and was then employed on the Italian front. Specialist mountain clothing, equipment and weapons were introduced for these units and their artillery, communications, transport and other supporting units, most of which were readily identifiable by the distinctive Edelweiß badge widely worn by mountain infantry soldiers (Gebirgsjäger) on the left side of their service caps.

INFANTRY ASSAULT DETACHMENTS

Once the German army’s advance on the Western Front ground to a halt at the end of 1914, its intended war of manoeuvre was replaced almost entirely by one dominated by positional defence. Inevitably the trench warfare that ensued from 1915 changed the character of the fighting on that front from the North Sea to the Swiss border. As a result, the army developed specialist units of highly trained ‘shock’, or assault, troops (Stoßtruppen or Sturm-Abteilungen) whose tasks included patrolling, trench raids and infiltration operations, while often moving ahead of larger set-piece attacks by other troops to destroy key targets such as headquarters, artillery positions and supply dumps. The primary role of these elite solders was to fight into, and deep within, an enemy trench system, inflicting upon their opponents the maximum casualties and destruction, while at the same time spreading panic among the defenders. They might also be required to seize prisoners for questioning by the intelligence staff.

Originally, the army’s raiding parties were not the specialist Stoßtruppen and Sturm-Abteilungen they later became. As the unacceptable cost of mounting frontal attacks became ever more evident, small parties – probably of no more than three men – would gain access to the enemy trench system and then clear it systematically from end to end, working their way along it and dealing out death and destruction in all directions. These raids were usually carried out at night or first light, as crossing no-man’s-land in daylight was rarely feasible, or in conjunction with a more general attack. The primary weapons of a raiding party were grenades, or ‘bombs’, and a varied array of cold steel. Typically, one of the raiders would have an armoured shield (possibly one removed from a machine-gun) and a well-sharpened entrenching tool. A second would be the grenadier, carrying two or more haversacks full of grenades, the fuzes of which would be modified from the usual five-and-a-half seconds delay to just two or three seconds. The third man was armed with a trench knife or bayonet. All would probably carry pistols, and one or more rifles might be carried slung across the back. A signal pistol to provide immediate illumination or for signalling might also be carried, plus wire cutters to deal with obstacles and to cut communications cables. Although the cloth-covered Pickelhaube helmet was usually worn in 1914 and 1915 (but with its distinctive spike often removed), the newly-issued steel helmet was invariably worn by these soldiers from 1916, during which year the specialist nature of their activities was formalized.



[image: image]




Assault Trooper, 1915



The need for such troops was first identified during the battle for Verdun. After this the Stoßtrupp concept was developed as a matter of priority, and in 1916 specialist companies of assault troops (Sturmkompanie) were formed and assigned permanently to army divisions. Much of the credit for the successful development of these formidable fighters was attributed to Hauptmann Ulrich Rohr, who also designed a considerable amount of the specialist equipment used by these troops. However, the Stoßtrupp concept may actually have been inspired by French infantry Captain André Laffargue, who published his ideas for storming strongpoints in mid-1915, based on his experiences of attempting to deal with German defences during the fighting at Vimy Ridge. Although Laffargue’s ideas were ignored by the Allied high command, a copy of his work was later acquired by the Germans, translated, and subsequently adopted by the German army to develop its own assault detachments.

Each Sturmkompanie comprised an officer and 120 soldiers organized as three platoons. This enabled one platoon to support each regiment of a three-regiment infantry division. At army level, most of the armies on the Western Front also had a Sturmbataillon by 1918, whose mission was generally the same as that of the divisional Sturmkompanie but on a larger scale, while also training soldiers for the divisional companies and providing a readily available focus of expertise for the development of assault techniques and tactics. Consequently, in 1918 most of the army-level commands had either a Sturmbataillon or one or more independent Sturmkompanie attached to them. In 1918, a typical Sturmbataillon consisted of:
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Assault Trooper, 1916–18




• Four assault companies.

• One 7.62-centimetre infantry gun battery, its six guns manned by two officers and up to 70 other ranks. The 7.62-centimetre Infanterie-Geschütz gun superseded the 3.7-centimetre gun initially provided to the Sturmbataillone. When not directly supporting its Sturmbataillon, these guns would usually be deployed forward for use as anti-tank weapons and to provide close-support fire to infantry units holding positions in the front line.

• One light mortar detachment.

• One light flamethrower (projector) detachment (Kleiner-Flammenwerfer-Trupp or Kleif-Trupp).

• One machine-gun company.

• An HQ element (termed as a ‘Park’ company).



At that time, the allocation of Sturmbataillone and independent Sturmkompanie to armies and equivalent operational-level commands was:


• 1. Armee : Sturmkompanie 1

• 3. Armee : Sturmbataillon 2

• 4. Armee : Sturmkompanie 4; Sturmkompanie 17

• 5. Armee : Sturmbataillon 5 (‘Rohr’)

• 6. Armee : Sturmbataillon 6 (Bayerisches)

• 7. Armee : Sturmbataillon 7; Sturmkompanie 12

• 17. Armee : Sturmbataillon 8

• 18. Armee : Sturmkompanie 18

• 19. Armee : Sturmbataillon 11

• Ost-Armee : Sturmbataillon 10; Sturmbataillon 13

• Armee A : Sturmbataillon 15 (Bayerisches)

• Armee B : Sturmbataillon 16

• Armee C : Sturmbataillon 14



A ninth assault detachment (Sturmbataillon 9) also existed earlier during the war, but had been disbanded by 1918.195

The Gewehr 98 rifle was never well suited for the sort of trench raids and operations conducted by the assault troops and similar special purpose units. Following its introduction in mid-1918, the Bergmann MP 18 (Maschinenpistole 18) 9-millimetre submachine-gun proved popular with assault troops due to its small size compared with that of a rifle, its relatively light weight of four kilograms, and the automatic firepower produced from the 32-round drum magazine mounted on its right side.196

2. MACHINE-GUN UNITS

Despite the development and exploitation of many technological innovations concerning the weaponry of all sides during World War I, the tactical significance, operational impact and rapid proliferation of machine-guns (Maschinengewehr or ‘M.G.’) and machine-gun units soon dominated much of the front-line fighting. This was especially so on the Western Front and wherever else the offensive had been largely displaced by defensive operations. Although machine-gun units were officially categorized as part of the infantry arm – and were mainly found within infantry regiments and Jäger battalions before the war – the operational importance and eventual scale of the army’s machine-gun capability meant that machine-gun units were in practice regarded and managed as a separate arm. The existence in Berlin of a dedicated inspectorate of machine-gun units reflected this pragmatic approach to the development and effective use of such an important weapon system.

Nevertheless, the nature of the machine-gun and the associated skills involved in applying its firepower correctly meant that machine-gunners could never be entirely displaced from their infantry origins and heritage. Indeed, irrespective of the eventual formation of numerous independent and specialist machine-gun units, machine-gun companies were an integral part of all infantry battalions by late 1916, with a machine-gun company allocated to each battalion. The dramatic expansion of the army’s machine-gun capability after 1914 reflected the German high command’s understanding both of the weapon’s potential prior to the war and its recognition of the machine-gun’s enormous significance in supporting defensive operations, especially its ability to stop and destroy massed infantry attacks across open ground. (The technical specifications and characteristics of the army’s principal types of light and medium machine-guns are shown in Appendix 1)
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MG 08 in Action, 1915



MACHINE-GUN BATTERIES

On 1 October 1913 the army’s machine-gun units included eleven independent machine-gun batteries. These were under the operational control of army corps and cavalry division commanders but were attached to infantry – usually Jäger – battalions in peacetime for administrative and disciplinary matters. The anticipated role of these independent batteries was to support the army’s cavalry divisions in war, when it was envisaged that they would operate with advanced guards whose mission was to seize and hold ground; or to protect cavalry engaged in reconnaissance tasks; or to support an attack. Nine of the eleven batteries were Prussian, with one provided by Saxony and one by Bavaria.

In wartime, the battery was established with six machine-guns plus one in reserve, the battery’s in-service machine-gun in 1913 being the 7.92-millimetre Maxim 01 model (an earlier and heavier version of the 08 pattern Maxim machine-gun that soon superseded it). The battery was manned by five officers, a warrant officer and 124 other ranks, with 90 horses and fourteen four- and two-horsed wagons to transport the battery’s guns, ammunition and stores. Although the guns were mounted on sledges, which enabled them to be manhandled as necessary, they were routinely carried on special four-horsed, limbered gun wagons, from which they could also be fired if necessary. A battery carried 14,550 rounds per gun (87,300 rounds for the battery), with 10,500 rounds in the gun limbers, immediately available to each gun crew, and the remaining 4,050 rounds per gun carried on the unit’s three ammunition wagons.

Despite their intended role with the cavalry, the machine-gun battery personnel were generally men from infantry units who had been selected for this employment due to their sound physique and above-average intelligence. In parallel with the overall expansion of the army’s machine-gun organization in 1916, a machine-gun section was attached to each cavalry regiment, these eventually becoming machine-gun squadrons fielding six (but sometimes up to eight) machine-guns.

FORTRESS MACHINE-GUN DETACHMENTS

A number of independent fortress machine-gun detachments also existed prior to the war and, although nominally under army corps command, were usually attached to various infantry regiments as the ‘14th Company’ of these regiments. In peacetime, these detachments comprised six officers and 86 other ranks, with 28 horses. They were equipped with up to six machine-guns. In due course, the machine-gun batteries and the fortress detachments were absorbed into the more general expansion and reorganization of the army’s machine-gun units.

INFANTRY MACHINE-GUN COMPANIES

Before the war, most of the army’s machine-guns were found in the machine-gun companies of the infantry regiments and Jäger battalions: a total of 233 machine-gun companies as at 1 October 1913. Prussia provided 180 and two instructional companies, Bavaria provided 24 companies (which increased to 26 in 1914 with the creation of additional companies to support the two Bavarian Jäger battalions), Saxony fielded 19 companies and Württemberg 10. By 1914 every infantry regiment and Jäger battalion included a machine-gun company equipped with six machine-guns, operating as three two-gun sections, with its officers and soldiers wearing the uniform of the parent regiment or Jäger battalion they served. In wartime, the machine-gun company was manned by four officers, a warrant officer, and 103 other ranks, supported by up to 43 horses and thirteen two-and four-horsed wagons. Once selected as machine-gunners, these officers and men would usually continue in that specialist employment throughout both their active and their reserve service. Within an infantry regiment, the machine-gun company was numbered as the 13th company of that regiment.

The main role of the machine-gun company was to provide direct fire support for the infantry, whether attacking or in defence. The machine-gunners routinely engaged targets up to 1,500 metres but sometimes did so at ranges exceeding 2,000 metres. The guns were mounted on sledges similar to those used by the independent machine-gun batteries described above, but unlike those of the battery the company’s machine-guns were each carried on a two-horsed limbered gun wagon from which the weapon had to be dismounted before being fired. Another change was the issue of lighter and more modern Maxim 08 model machine-guns to the machine-gun companies, rather than the 01 model that was provided to the batteries. The company carried 12,000 rounds per gun (72,000 rounds for the company), with 8,000 rounds immediately available to each gun crew, being carried in the gun limbers. The planned allocation of 1st Line (Gefechtsbagage) and 2nd Line (Grosse Bagage) horses and horse-drawn transport of a machine-gun company within an infantry regiment or Jäger battalion in wartime was:


Infantry Machine-gun Company Transport (1914)



	Transport

	Remarks




	1st Line

	 




	4 led horses

	 




	4 led horses with stores

	 




	1 four-horsed stores wagon

	 




	1 two-horsed field kitchen

	If available




	3 two-horsed ammunition wagons

	Carrying a total 24,000 round (4,000 per gun)




	6 two-horsed limbered gun wagons

	Each carrying 8,000 rounds




	 

	 




	2nd Line

	 




	1 two-horsed baggage wagon

	 




	1 four-horsed forage wagon

	 





DEVELOPMENT OF THE CAPABILITY

The fighting of 1914 and early 1915 resulted in a dramatic expansion and reorganization of the army’s machine-gun capability and units, and by the end of 1915 the number of machine-guns in service had increased from 1,600 to more than 8,000. Simultaneously, as a short-term measure, new machine-gun sections (Feldmaschinengewehrzüge) and supplementary machine-gun sections (Maschinengewehr-Ergänzungszüge) were formed, each consisting of an officer and 30 or 40 men manning three or four machine-guns. One or two of these sections were attached to infantry regiments as required, and in some cases they were absorbed into the regiment to provide a second machine-gun company, so that by the end of the year a number of regiments were benefiting from the fire support provided by two rather than one machine-gun companies. However, it was during the winter of 1915/1916 that the full potential of the machine-gun began to be exploited by the army, with the creation of specialist small detachments of machine-gun marksmen (Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp).

Manpower for the Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp was usually found by selecting soldiers from existing machine-gun units, who then attended an intensive four- or five-week training course at Döberitz in Brandenburg, Hammelburg in Bavaria, or Beverloo in German-occupied Belgium; the other two main machine-gun instructional centres were at Zeithain in Saxony and Brasschaet in occupied Belgium. This training covered all aspects of machine-gun employment and tactics but emphasized the use of the weapon to support offensive operations. A total of some 200 Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp were formed, the first of these being deployed to front-line divisions and regiments in February–March 1916, seeing action during the battle for Verdun shortly thereafter. The Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp comprised an officer, two warrant officers and 75 other ranks (including an artificer armourer and a medical NCO) to operate the six machine-guns. Following the initial introduction into service of the new steel helmet (Stahlhelm) in the Verdun sector during January 1916, the army’s machine-gunners received these protective helmets as a matter of priority, followed by the add-on steel visors issued to machine-gunners and sentries from March 1916, and finally also receiving metal body armour protecting the front of the upper body later that year.

By July 1916 some 11,000 machine-guns were in service, including those captured from the Allies, and earlier that year some infantry regiments had more than 25 guns while others still had only six. Such clear anomalies, together with the fact that several different organizations for the various types of machine-gun units were being used concurrently, underlined the urgent need to standardize and regularize the army’s machine-gun organization. Accordingly, in August 1916 the six-gun company was adopted as the standard machine-gun unit and a specialist machine-gun staff officer was appointed to every army-level headquarters, these arrangements being implemented from that September. The army’s machine-gun capability continued to grow apace during the next eighteen months, and by the end of 1916, the army had almost 16,000 machine-guns at its disposal – by January 1918 this total had risen to 32,000 plus a further 37,000 light machine-guns.

STANDARDIZATION OF INFANTRY REGIMENTAL MACHINE-GUN COMPANIES

The reorganization of the machine-gun units promulgated in September 1916 was accomplished expeditiously, and by the end of 1916 every infantry regiment had three six-gun machine-gun companies (Maschinengewehr-Kompanie). These were numbered 1 to 3, with one Maschinengewehr-Kompanie allocated to each of the regiment’s three battalions. The two additional companies per regiment were achieved by amalgamating and absorbing the old Feldmaschinengewehrzüge and Maschinengewehr-Ergänzungszüge units, together with any other machine-gun detachments previously linked to that particular infantry regiment. At the same time, a regimental machine-gun officer was established at the regimental headquarters to supervise and coordinate machine-gun training and operations within the regiment.



Infantry Machine-gun Company (1916)



[image: image]










The Maschinengewehr-Kompanie established in September 1916 provided a standardized model or organizational ‘building-block’ upon which subsequent enhancements and expansions of the army’s machine-gun capability could be based. Generally, subsequent changes involved increases in the number of machine-guns fielded by these companies, with commensurate increases in manpower and resources. Indeed, during 1917 the number of machine-guns in these companies increased from six to eight, then ten, and finally to twelve. During the same period, the 7.92-millimetre 08/15 pattern light machine-gun – with its ammunition contained in a box or drum magazine on its right side – began to appear in infantry battalions, replacing the other various types of light machine-gun that had been introduced on an experimental basis during 1916. However, these weapons were manned by soldiers of the battalion rather than by members of the specialist machine-gun units, and no increase in the infantry battalion manpower was made to accommodate this new requirement.

In parallel with the expansion and regularization of the machine-gun companies in 1916, the Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp units were converted into machine-gun companies, adopting the same organization as the regimental machine-gun companies. They were now grouped together into ‘Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Abteilungen’ (literally, ‘machine-gun marksman detachments’) each comprising three machine-gun companies. The Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp title used since the end of 1915 was discontinued from September 1916. At least 90 Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Abteilungen were formed during the war, providing a significant machine-gun reserve, which was usually controlled at army level and deployed by that headquarters as required. Any division actively engaged in operations could normally expect one of these three-company machine-gun detachments to be allocated to it. Although the organization of the Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Abteilung companies mirrored that of the regimental Maschinengewehr-Kompanie, the marksman ethos and high professional skills and standards of the former units were judiciously maintained through the careful selection of its personnel and the additional specialist training it conducted. In addition, all ranks of the Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Abteilung were entitled to wear the machine-gun marksman’s badge (introduced on 19 February 1916) on the upper left arm.

SPECIAL-TO-ROLE MACHINE-GUN UNITS

Inevitably perhaps, the two standard machine-gun unit organizations could not fulfil every operational need. As a result, some 50 mountain machine-gun detachments (Gebirgs-Maschinengewehr-Abteilungen) were formed, trained and specially equipped to operate in mountainous terrain and winter conditions. These detachments were independent and therefore additional to the Maschinengewehr-Kompanien routinely found in mountain infantry units. Not surprisingly, the wartime deployment of the Gebirgs-Maschinengewehr-Abteilungen broadly mirrored that of the five Gebirgsjäger or ski battalions, first of all in the Vosges and then from 1916 in the Carpathian mountains, and later in the Balkans.

In order to counter the threat posed by the increasing scale of hostile air attacks, anti-aircraft machine-gun detachments (Flugabwehr-Maschinengewehr-Abteilungen, or ‘Flamga’) were formed during 1917. These detachments were each equipped with twelve machine-guns – all of them the Maxim 08 model – with an NCO and five crew members per gun and the ready ammunition for each gun amounting to about 5,000 rounds in 250-round belts. The whole detachment comprised an officer and about 80 men.

LIGHT MACHINE-GUN UNITS

Finally, the two types of independent light machine-gun unit formed by the army in 1915 and from 1916 warrant some amplification in the wider context of the army’s machine-gun or small-arms automatic weapon capability. First, three musketeer battalions (Musketen-Bataillone) were formed in 1915. These were usually stationed in second-line or reserve positions with the specific role of halting an enemy breakthrough of the lines forward of their own positions. To carry out this task they employed the massed firepower of the automatic rifles (derived from the Danish Madsen automatic rifle) with which they were equipped. The Musketen-Bataillon was 500 strong and had three companies, each of which was equipped with 30 automatic rifles and manned by four officers and 160 other ranks. Each automatic rifle was operated by a section of four men, with the weapon stabilized on a pivoted bipod during firing and fed by 25-round magazines of standard 08 model machine-gun ammunition.

First committed at Champagne on the Western Front in September 1915, these specialist battalions proved to be of questionable value. Although they were generally effective in the very limited role allocated to them, the dedication of so many men to such a specific function was hardly an efficient use either of the Musketen-Bataillon manpower or of the firepower it possessed. In any event, just a year later one of the three battalions was disbanded, its personnel being reallocated to reinforce other machine-gun units, while the burgeoning proliferation of light machine-guns in all infantry regiments after 1916 considerably reduced the need for specialist units to provide this particular capability.

Later, the widespread issue of the 08/15 model light machine-gun to infantry companies from March 1917 also largely removed the need for the 111 independent light machine-gun sections (Leichte Maschinengewehr-Trupps) that were formed at Döberitz between July and September 1916. Their creation had almost certainly been a stop-gap response to the introduction of the Lewis light machine-gun by the British army. Of these light machine-gun sections Prussia provided Leichte Maschinengewehr-Trupps numbered 1 to 87, Bavaria’s were numbered 88 to 99, Saxony’s were numbered 100 to 107 and Württemberg’s were numbered 108 to 111. A Leichter-Maschinengewehr-Trupp comprised an officer and 44 other ranks, who manned nine Bergmann 1915 pattern light machine-guns and usually operated as three sub-sections, each with three guns crewed by an NCO and three men. The Leichter-Maschinengewehr-Trupp had two limbered two-horsed wagons to transport its guns and stores. These particular light machine-gun units saw action almost exclusively on the Eastern Front and were apparently disbanded and progressively absorbed into other machine-gun units after the widespread introduction of the 08/15 light machine-guns into all infantry units during 1917 (with six 08/15 guns allocated per infantry company, producing a total of 72 light machine-guns in an infantry regiment).

3. THE CAVALRY

The German army’s cavalry enjoyed mixed fortunes during World War I. This was due primarily to the unanticipated course taken by the conflict, with the onset of trench warfare and the operational ascendancy of the defence over the offence on the Western Front for much of the war. Although horses were still used extensively for a multitude of tasks, the traditional roles of the cavalry to shock, break through and pursue the enemy were largely superseded by the virtually insatiable need of the high command to find ever more infantry-role units and reinforcements. Consequently, very many cavalry units were eventually required to carry out infantry-type tasks in addition to, or instead of, those for which they had trained so assiduously prior to the war. For a significant number of cavalry formations and units this in turn meant much reorganization and retraining as the conflict developed.

High-level policy direction, the control of training and maintenance of standards for the cavalry in Prussia was the responsibility of an inspector-general of cavalry, assisted by four subordinate inspectors based at HQ in Posen, Stettin, Straßurg (Strasbourg) and Saarbrücken. Bavarian cavalry units were the responsibility of a separate inspector of cavalry. On 1 October 1913 the overall strength of the German army’s regular (or ‘active’) cavalry arm was 2,877 officers, 240 medical officers, 351 veterinary officers, 228 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 110 bandmasters, 220 artificers, 11,622 NCOs, and 30,486 other ranks. At that time the cavalry had 80,238 horses. The cavalry units provided by Prussia, Württemberg, Bavaria and Saxony comprised a total of 110 regiments, categorized as heavy cavalry, medium cavalry (including lancers, the Ulanen197), light cavalry, mounted rifles (Jäger zu Pferde) and light horse (Chevaulegers). The majority of these regiments were provided by Prussia.

In peacetime, these regiments were organized into 55 cavalry brigades (two regiments per brigade), apart from the Guard cavalry regiments, which were organized as a four-brigade cavalry division within the Guard Corps. These cavalry brigades generally bore the number of the infantry division to which they were attached (although the numbering of three cavalry brigades, the 43rd, 44th and 45th, did not follow this convention, being allocated to the 2nd, 12th and 34th Infantry Divisions respectively). In peacetime, each of the army’s 25 army-corps or military districts was allocated two cavalry brigades, apart from the Guard Corps with its four cavalry brigades, and the I, IV and XVI Army Corps, which each had three cavalry brigades assigned to them.



Regular Cavalry Regiments (1914–1918)
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* All regiments are Prussian unless otherwise shown.

THE CAVALRY REGIMENT AND SQUADRON

As at 1 October 1913, cavalry regiments were generally organized into five squadrons, apart from Bavarian regiments which had four – these regiments also adopted the five-squadron model well before the outbreak of war in 1914. In addition, once mobilized, each regiment also had a machine-gun squadron allocated to it. The regiment was commanded by a colonel (Oberst) or lieutenant colonel (Oberstleutnant) with a field-grade officer (Oberstleutnant or Major) as second-in-command. In peacetime the cavalry regiment included a total of 25 regimental officers, two or three medical officers, three veterinary officers, two paymasters and one bandmaster, together with two artificers, five farriers, 78 NCOs, fifteen trumpeters, ten regimental tradesmen, five medical NCOs and 632 other ranks, making a grand total of 781 personnel. Included within its total complement of some 765 horses, the regiment had 58 horses to draw its 19 wagons. Each of the regiment’s five squadrons was commanded by a captain (Hauptmann). In wartime, a squadron consisted of four officers and 163 other ranks (of whom 150 were fighting troopers), with 178 horses and three wagons. The squadron was organized as four troops (Züge), each of which was formed of three or more groups (Gruppen). This reflected the standard Prussian cavalry regiment organization, while that of the Bavarian and Saxon cavalry units varied slightly.

The planned allocation of 1st Line (Gefechtsbagage) and 2nd Line (Grosse Bagage) horses and horse-drawn transport within a Prussian regular cavalry regiment and squadron in wartime was:

Cavalry Regiment Transport (1914)



	Regiment

	Squadron




	1st Line

	 




	58 led horses

	12 led horses




	2 (for pack-horse leaders)

	 




	2 pack horses carrying medical panniers

	 




	1 two-horsed cavalry ambulance (only allocated to regular

	 




	cavalry regiments in cavalry divisions)

	 




	2 six-horsed bridging wagons (only allocated to regular

	 




	cavalry regiments in cavalry divisions)

	 




	1 two-horsed telegraph wagon (only allocated to regular

	 




	cavalry regiments in cavalry divisions)

	 




	 

	 




	2nd Line

	 




	1 four-horsed baggage wagon

	1 two-horsed baggage wagon




	4 two-horsed baggage wagons

	 




	5 two-horsed supply wagons (including 1 sutler’s wagon)

	1 two-horsed supply wagon




	5 four-horsed forage wagons

	1 four-horsed forage wagon





THE CAVALRY DIVISION AND DIVISIONAL CAVALRY UNITS

On mobilization in 1914 the cavalry regiments formed eleven cavalry divisions, each of which usually consisted of three cavalry brigades with two cavalry regiments per brigade. These divisions were organized within cavalry corps (Höhere-Kavallerie-Kommandeure) of two or three cavalry divisions plus supporting Jäger battalions. The cavalry regiments left a squadron per regiment at their home stations to serve as a depot squadron and so initially took the field with four squadrons. A number of regiments remained surplus to the cavalry’s eleven-division organization, and two or three squadrons of these were allocated to each infantry division as divisional cavalry, while some other regiments not required for divisional employment formed independent cavalry brigades. However, by 1918 the army’s much changed priorities and needs resulted in only a single squadron of cavalry being allocated to infantry divisions.

Once mobilized, the establishment of a standard three-brigade cavalry division included about 283 officers and 4,955 other ranks, with 5,590 horses and 216 wagons and other vehicles. These figures included a number of non-cavalry attachments, among which were three batteries of horse artillery, one or two cyclist companies, one of the eleven independent machine-gun batteries described earlier, a pioneer detachment and a signals detachment.198 In wartime, the division was supported by a Jäger infantry battalion, which was made up of four Jäger companies, a cyclist company, and one or (from August 1916) two machine-gun companies and a light mortar company.
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Cavalry charge, pre-war
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The cavalry’s traditional tasks of reconnaissance and passing information meant that those regiments serving within the eleven cavalry divisions had to be able to communicate effectively with their advanced detachments and headquarters, and with field telegraph stations. Accordingly, before the war, each regiment was established with a telegraph patrol (Kavallerie-Telegraphen-Patrouille) of an officer, four NCOs and six troopers. Working in two sub-groups, these patrols could lay almost five kilometres of cable in just over an hour, also having the mission of destroying or tapping into an enemy’s telephone lines. During the war, the total number of men allocated to this task was reduced to four NCOs and four troopers, although their line-laying capability was increased to nine-and-a-half kilometres in an hour. In 1914, all of the patrol’s equipment was carried in the 1st Line transport on the telegraph wagon, although the basic line-laying equipment could also be carried entirely on horseback when required, and this became normal practice later in the war.

As in the infantry, the cavalry also used flag signals to pass information and orders, especially during the pre-war years. However, cavalry units were also equipped with heliographs and acetylene lamps to enable its patrols to send Morse messages or other light signals (Blinken) by day and night. Heliograph signals could be seen at distances up to about 40 kilometres and lamp signals up to 20 kilometres by day and 40 by night. The target signalling speed was two words per minute, with a requirement for six men in each squadron to be trained in Morse. Based on pre-war assumptions about the anticipated role of cavalry divisions in the coming war, these divisions were provided with a field signalling detachment (Feldsignalabteilung) of three Kavallerie Telegraphen-Patrouillen and six signalling troops (Signaltrupps), with a total establishment of ten officers, 102 other ranks, 139 horses, ten vehicles and two motor cycles. The Feldsignalabteilung had a significant line-laying, telephone, heliograph and acetylene lamp signalling capability.
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Cavalry Liaison, 1914



As well as its various internal specializations and other support units, a cavalry regiment serving within a cavalry division was also allocated a limited bridging capability. Carried on two six-horsed cavalry bridging wagons, the four steel half-boats and a quantity of other equipment enabled the speedy construction of various boats, rafts or bridges. The latter could include a footbridge (Brückensteg) up to about 22 metres long, a light bridge (Laufbrücke) up to 11 metres, or a more substantial bridge (verstärkte Laufbrücke) up to about 8 metres in length and which was capable of supporting the passage of light wagons and field artillery. The army’s pioneer bridging capability is dealt with in more detail in Part VII and Appendix 1.

As the war progressed, the deployment and use of the army’s cavalry divisions reflected the changing nature of the conflict and the very different sort of campaign being conducted on the Western Front from that being fought against the Russians in the east. A British assessment199 made in April 1918 on the performance of the German cavalry divisions from 1914 to 1917 noted that: ‘The German cavalry divisions displayed little enterprise or initiative at the beginning of the campaign. Their tactics during the initial advance [in the west] were marked by extreme caution, and seemed directed towards passive reconnaissance rather than to offensive action. [Nevertheless] During the retreat from the Marne to the Aisne, and again in October, 1914, the German cavalry rendered valuable assistance to the infantry. Reinforced by Jäger battalions and machine-gun batteries, and sometimes even by heavy artillery, the cavalry divisions effectively extended the northern flank of the battle-line, and fought stubborn rearguard actions until relieved by the arrival of the infantry divisions. From the autumn of 1914 to December, 1916, the cavalry divisions, with one exception [a division was retained in Belgium on security duties, including guarding the Dutch frontier], were employed on the Eastern Front, where the operations partook more of the nature of open warfare than in the West.’ The German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line (the Siegfried-Stellung) in March 1917 provided suitable opportunities for cavalry action, and three brigades were involved in this operation, often working in close cooperation with cyclist units. However, the same British assessment noted that, ‘The mission of the cavalry was chiefly reconnaissance; patrols were left behind the rearguards to watch and report on the progress of the [Allied] pursuit; these patrols fell back slowly, avoiding engagements, but keeping in touch with the British and French advanced troops.’ Tellingly, but not surprisingly given the static nature of trench warfare in the west, ‘During the latter half of 1917, the 6th and 7th Cavalry Divisions were employed dismounted [as infantry] to hold quiet sectors of the line in the Vosges.’

Many of those cavalry squadrons which had been assigned to support infantry divisions increasingly found themselves reinforcing or replacing infantry troops in the trenches for periods of time, as well as carrying out more familiar cavalry tasks such as reconnaissance sorties, manning observation posts, patrolling the lines of communication, escorting prisoners and road convoys, assisting the control of road movement, and providing guards, pickets, couriers and orderlies. This process of using cavalry as infantry was taken much further during 1916 and 1917, when some 50 of the divisional cavalry units (more than 80 per cent of the total) were eventual:ly removed from their parent divisions and reformed as dismounted cavalry rifle regiments (Kavallerie-Schützen).

These Kavallerie-Schützen regiments had three battalions, each with four squadrons and a machine-gun squadron. Their battalions were each formed from one of the former mounted regiments, thereby maintaining the heritage and former identity of these regiments to varying extents. The squadrons (which were now sometimes termed ‘companies’ despite their cavalry origins) comprised three troops and a Minenwerfer detachment. In due course these cavalry rifle regiments, which were generally categorized as Reserve or Ersatz (replacement) units, found themselves back at the front and once again attached to infantry divisions, although their origins and new combat status usually resulted in them being employed in less active sectors, thus releasing infantry units for use in operationally more vital locations.

In addition to the regular cavalry units, various independent Ersatz, Landwehr and Landsturm cavalry squadrons were raised during the war, as well as 39 four-squadron Reserve cavalry regiments.200 While the Reserve regiments were generally retained in-role and therefore deployed and used much as their regular counterparts, the nineteen Ersatz and 33 Landwehr and Landsturm cavalry squadrons – especially the latter – were mainly employed to secure the lines of communication and Germany’s frontier areas.



Reserve Cavalry Regiments (1914–1918)
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* All regiments are Prussian unless otherwise shown.

4. THE ARTILLERY

Ever since its significant contribution to the German victory against France in the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, the artillery had enjoyed a particularly prestigious position within the army. From 1914, artillery units were employed extensively to support all operations, while technological advances meant that its destructive power and effectiveness increased significantly as the conflict progressed. That effectiveness also influenced the future construction of defensive positions, as all sides sought to counter the sheer weight of high explosives that could be delivered with considerable accuracy by a wide range of guns, mortars, and howitzers of all types, capabilities and calibres. Arguably, the combination of artillery fire and machine-gun fire shaped the whole nature of the war on the Western Front in particular, precipitating the stalemate and onset of operational stagnation from the end of 1914, followed by the years of trench warfare and the dominance of defensive operations, which persisted until the appearance of Allied tanks on the battlefield. Certainly, the artillery arm more than any other exemplified the industrialized, dehumanized and mechanistic forms of attrition warfare that characterized so much of the 1914–18 conflict.

The German artillery was categorized either as field artillery (Feldartillerie) – which also included the horse artillery (Reitende Artillerie) – or as foot artillery (Fußartillerie), which manned the army’s heavy artillery, howitzers and mortars. The horse artillery was intended for employment with cavalry divisions and the field artillery with infantry divisions. In 1913, the field artillery’s peacetime establishment consisted of 3,523 officers, 325 medical officers, 315 veterinary officers, 529 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 101 bandmasters, 214 artificers, 14,181 NCOs and 72,180 other ranks, with 57,327 horses. These personnel manned 3,732 guns and light field howitzers, with a further 54 guns designated for training use. All field artillery training and development was the responsibility of an inspector of field artillery.

The second category of artillery was the foot artillery, and in 1913 its peacetime establishment included 1,332 officers, 82 medical officers, 35 veterinary officers, 129 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 25 bandmasters, 50 artificers, 5,322 NCOs and 28,002 other ranks, with 3,391 horses. Training and development for all of the Prussian foot artillery regiments was the responsibility of an inspector of foot artillery, his inspectorate being organized as three sub-inspectorates. However, in peacetime the Bavarian ministry of war retained a measure of responsibility for the efficiency and preparation of the Bavarian artillery regiments for war.

From February 1917 the separate branches of field and foot artillery were centralized, with a single focus for artillery development, command and control. The main characteristics of the principal guns, howitzers and mortars used by the German artillery are set out in Appendix 1, while the artillery ammunition supply system is dealt with in Part VII, together with other logistic support matters.

FIELD ARTILLERY REGIMENTS AND BATTERIES

In peacetime the headquarters staff of a field artillery regiment included seven artillery officers, three medical officers, three veterinary officers, three paymasters and their assistants, a bandmaster, an armourer, three NCOs, and three regimental tradesmen. The headquarters staff of the eleven horse artillery regiments had five medical officers and four veterinary officers. In field and horse artillery regiments alike, these numbers included six personnel to serve as Abteilung staff. A field artillery Abteilung was formed of three batteries, each of which in 1914 had six 7.7-centimetre field guns or four 10.5-centimetre light field howitzers; the pre-war horse artillery batteries usually had only four guns rather than six. In wartime the field artillery regiments were subdivided into two Abteilungen (numbered I and II), each of which contained the usual three batteries (numbered 1 to 6 within the regiment) of field guns or light field howitzers. A field battery was commanded by a captain (Hauptmann), whose post as battery commander was termed Batterie-Führer. As at 1 October 1913 there were 642 batteries of field and horse artillery,201 including nine batteries at the field artillery school of gunnery (Feldartillerie-Schieß-Schule).202 During 1914 the total number of batteries increased to 782, and then to 1,691 by late 1918.

On mobilization the divisional field artillery was grouped into field artillery brigades (Feldartillerie-Brigaden), each consisting of of two regiments and commanded by a major general (Generalmajor), with a brigade allocated to every division. These Feldartillerie-Brigaden bore the number of the division they supported. In August 1914 the divisional field artillery brigades were formed as planned, and each initially deployed with two regiments and a total of twelve field batteries grouped in four Abteilungen (with two Abteilungen per regiment). The second Abteilung of the second field regiment of the brigade usually had three batteries of the 10.5-centimetre light field howitzer rather than the 7.7-centimetre field gun. A light ammunition column supported the regiment in the field.

In wartime, field batteries were subdivided into two sections (Züge). Subalterns commanded these sections, while other junior officers were responsible for observing and adjusting fire, supervising the supply of ammunition to the battery and overseeing the battery’s transport arrangements. This resulted in an authorized establishment of six officers to manage the battery once fully mobilized and deployed for action. Although the precise numbers always depended upon the operational situation and stage of the conflict, a field artillery battery usually had about 135 rounds of gun ammunition or 88 rounds of howitzer ammunition immediately available for each gun from its battery gun limbers, wagons and wagon limbers.



Field and Horse Artillery Batteries (1914)
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Field Battery Transport (1915)



	Line

	Guns and Transport




	Firing Battery

	4 six-horsed field guns or light field howitzers




	 

	4 six-horsed ammunition wagons




	 

	1 six-horsed observation wagon




	1st Line

	4 led horses




	 

	1 four-horsed limbered stores wagon




	 

	1 two-horsed field kitchen




	2nd Line

	1 four-horsed stores wagon




	 

	1 four-horsed supply wagon




	 

	1 four-horsed forage wagon





In 1915 the number of guns or light field howitzers of all field batteries was reduced to four, together with commensurate reductions of manpower, in order to enable the redistribution of the surplus guns produced by this action to equip newly formed artillery units. These reductions were followed in April 1916 by further decreases in the transport establishment of the field batteries. As a result of these changes some 110 new batteries of field artillery were formed during 1916, most of which were subsequently deployed to reinforce the divisional artillery of divisions serving on the Eastern Front.

The four-gun batteries in service from 1915 had an establishment of six officers, 21 NCOs, 64 gunners and 45 drivers, with its transport divided into the firing battery (Gefechts-Batterie) and its 1st Line (Gefechtsbagage) and 2nd Line (Grosse Bagage) transport.

An important vehicle within the field battery was the six-horsed observation wagon, which carried the equipment necessary to observe and adjust the battery’s fire. Included in the wagon’s standard equipment inventory was optical equipment such as a rangefinder (Entfernungsmesser) and a stereoscopic telescope (Scherenfernrohr), as well as a 3.75-metre tripod-based ladder with a shield fitted to protect an observer while observing from the ladder, plus telephones and various other items.

In 1917 a mobile observation mast or tower was added to the surveillance inventory. This self-contained device featured sophisticated prisms and magnifying optics as part of a telescoping eight-section tubular metal tower that could be raised and lowered to enable observation from behind cover to a height of between nine and 24 metres. The tower was raised and lowered by a cable winch, with three guy ropes fitted to stabilize the equipment when the tower was fully extended. The whole equipment was mounted on a two-wheeled trailer and drawn by a suitable motor vehicle, a metal seat being provided at each side of the tower for use by the device’s two-man crew when in transit. Although not as effective as a reconnaissance aircraft, these extending observation towers were mobile and relatively easy to conceal, so they were less vulnerable than captive observation balloons.203

Communication between the command posts and the guns was effected by the telephone detachment (Fernsprech-Trupp) found in every field battery and Abteilung, each with a capability to lay at least two kilometres of telephone cable. In 1917 a bicycle was added to the transport inventory of every field battery to assist with routine liaison, administration and message-carrying duties in situations where a horseman might otherwise have been employed.

In light of battlefield experience and the pressing need to form ever more artillery units to support newly-formed formations during 1916, the two-regiment divisional field artillery brigade had been completely displaced by a new organization by 1917. This involved the creation of a divisional artillery headquarters (Artillerie-Kommando) in each division, which now controlled not only the field artillery but all of the artillery allocated to support the division. The demise of the field artillery brigade soon followed the adoption by divisions of a single field artillery regiment from 1916 in place of the two-regiment organization that had existed from 1914. These reorganized regiments now had three Abteilungen, numbered I, II and III (one of which was entirely equipped with light field howitzers) rather than two, and nine instead of twelve field batteries. The three-Abteilungen organization also reflected the fact that most infantry divisions were ‘triangular’, being based upon three infantry regiments, and by 1917 this structure had become the standard field artillery support for a division.
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7.7 cm F.K. 16 Field Gun



In addition to the field artillery allocated to specific divisions, some 80 independent field artillery regiments were also created in 1917, these being held in reserve and allocated by higher-level army headquarters to support front-line sectors and specific operations as necessary. By early 1918, the army had no fewer than 2,900 field artillery batteries in service.

Mention should also be made of the so-called ‘close range batteries’ (Nahkampf-Batterien) formed from 1916, the numbers of which expanded significantly during 1917. These batteries were developed primarily to counter the threat posed by the arrival on the battlefield of the first Allied tanks on 15 September 1916. Initially using 2-centimetre, 3.7-centimetre, 5-centimetre, 5.7-centimetre and 6-centimetre guns adapted for the purpose (mainly by lowering and reconfiguring the gun carriage to enable shells to be fired with a near horizontal trajectory), these defensive or protective artillery units (Schützengrabenkanonen-Abteilungen) were deployed to infantry regiments on the Western Front as sector troops, being manned jointly by artillery and infantry gunners. However, these units and the Nahkampf-Batterien that succeeded them from 1917 – by that stage armed with a 7.7-centimetre gun – were never able to counter the Allied tanks decisively.204

Some 50 Nahkampf-Batterien were formed, with single batteries being deployed to divisional sectors as required. Their establishment mirrored that of the infantry-gun batteries205 deployed to the army-level assault battalions described earlier and included two officers and up to 70 other ranks with six guns, although their usual method of employment meant that neither the infantry-gun battery nor the Nahkampf-Batterie were allocated transport or horses. Following the mixed results achieved by the Nahkampf-Batterien, better success was achieved by the army’s anti-armour gunners later in the war following the introduction of a 3.7-centimetre light anti-tank gun (Panzerabwehrkanone, or PAK) and improved armour-penetrating munitions; however, the Panzerabwehrkanone was not produced in sufficient numbers in time to realize its full potential before the war ended.

ARTILLERY OBSERVATION AND SOUND-RANGING UNITS

Although categorized as part of the army’s survey organization (see Part VII) and arguably, therefore, part of the army’s support services rather than combat troops, counter-battery fire planning was supported by a comprehensive network of artillery survey units tasked with pinpointing the location of Allied artillery fire positions. As well as identifying Allied gun positions, these units actively assisted the ranging and fire planning of the army’s own guns. They included artillery observation groups (Artillerie-Meßtrupps) of about six officers and 100 other ranks, which could deploy up to five flash-spotting sections (Licht-Meßstellen) as well as four or five sound-ranging sections (Schall-Meßtrupps).

Personnel for the observation groups were trained at an artillery observation training school (Artillerie-Meßschule) at Wahn in Germany. The units or sections were controlled by, and allocated to, corps and divisions by army-level headquarters and included at least one artillery officer. They were under the operational command of the artillery commander of the division in which area they were deployed, with one Artillerie-Meßtrupp and one Schall-Meßtrupp usually assigned to a division sector. A single observation or sound-ranging post might cover a frontage of five to sixteen kilometres, the actual distance depending upon the type of terrain and the prevailing meteorological conditions. To carry out their task, artillery group observation detachments used a range of optical surveillance equipment, including large periscopes (Mastfernrohre) manned by an NCO and four other ranks. Observation reports were passed by telephone directly to a coordinating centre (Auswertungs-Stelle), which was usually located close to the divisional artillery headquarters. However, when that division moved out of the sector, the Meßtrupps usually remained in place, serving as sector troops and thus providing invaluable continuity and knowledge of the area to the benefit of the relieving division.

The army’s artillery survey training manual issued in May 1917 included a list detailing the principal duties of these units: ‘(a) Location of hostile batteries and other targets; (b) Information from aeroplane photographs; (c) Observation of fire for own artillery; (d) Observation of enemy’s movements; (e) Preparation and use of stereo photographs; (f) Preparation of charts and tables showing the positions, number and activity of hostile batteries; (g) Preparation of battery [fire data] boards and artillery maps; (h) Collection and collation of all reconnaissance reports concerning the sector.’206 Self-evidently, artillery survey units worked closely with the division’s artillery intelligence officer as well as being key contributors to, and users of, the work of the topographical section (Kartenstelle) and wider mapping services described in Part VII.

With artillery and machine-guns dominating many of the World War I battlefields, the identification and neutralization of Allied artillery batteries was accorded a particularly high priority by the German general staff, and it was therefore hardly surprising that by early 1918 there were at least 175 Artillerie-Meßtrupps and 125 Schall-Meßtrupps operating on the Western Front alone.

FOOT ARTILLERY REGIMENTS AND BATTERIES

The foot artillery contained a diverse range of heavy artillery, howitzers (leichte Feldhaubitzen and schwere Feldhaubitzen), mortars,207 and special-purpose weapons (such as siege guns and railway guns), which from 1914 regularly bombarded the Allies’ defensive positions, troop concentrations, artillery batteries, headquarters and many other key command, control and logistic targets. Whether firing in support of a German offensive, to destroy an Allied attack, or simply engaging opportunity targets to disrupt Allied activities on a day-to-day basis, these massive guns – with calibres from 10 centimetres right up to 24 centimetres – routinely delivered tons of high explosive shells on to an already devastated terrain. These awesomely destructive and relatively indiscriminate weapons exemplified World War I as a war of attrition – nowhere was this more apparent than in the stagnant operational environment of the Western Front. There the defence ruled supreme, with the weight and accuracy of massed artillery and machine-gun firepower determining the outcome of so much of the fighting at the tactical and operational levels. Time and again the German artillery frustrated Allied attempts to regain the initiative, as successive Franco-British offensives crumbled into a chaos amid the fire-swept mud and barbed wire of a desolate and shell-cratered no-man’s-land.

As at 1 October 1913, the foot artillery could field 24 regiments, comprised of 48 battalions with a total of 190 batteries: this increased to about 1,100 by late 1915 and to 1,550 by late 1918.208 Prior to the war, one foot artillery regiment was allocated to each military district (or army corps) and was intended for use as corps-level artillery support in wartime. Two additional artillery battalions formed the instructional regiment at the foot artillery gunnery school (Fußartillerie-Schieß-Schule). Of the 24 foot artillery regiments, nineteen were Prussian, two Saxon and three Bavarian, with 38 of the total 48 foot artillery battalions stationed in Prussia, four in Saxony and six in Bavaria.

The structures and establishments of the various foot artillery regiments, battalions and independent batteries were frequently complex and often varied considerably. Inevitably, the established strength and internal organization of a unit depended in large measure upon the type of heavy gun, howitzer or mortar with which it was equipped. Accordingly, in the pre-war years, it was always anticipated that a certain amount of restructuring and regrouping of some foot artillery units would need to take place during the period of transition to war. Nevertheless, as the majority of foot artillery units were equipped with the same types of 15-centimetre heavy field howitzers and 21-centimetre heavy mortars, these units were able to achieve and sustain a fairly standard regimental organization. With the weapons it manned, the foot artillery had a particular heavy-haulage requirement, and one or two sections of foot artillery draught horses (Bespannungs-Abteilungen) were included in the peacetime organization of most foot artillery regiments. These draught horses were attached to batteries to provide them with a degree of mobility, so that they could train for field deployment and siege missions. Only the several static foot artillery units committed solely to coastal defence were not allocated Bespannungs-Abteilungen.

Generally, foot artillery howitzer battalions had four batteries, while mortar battalions comprised only two batteries; irrespective of the type of gun or mortar involved, the standard foot artillery regiment fielded two battalions once mobilized. Indicative maximum and minimum manning figures for foot artillery units in peacetime and on mobilization were laid down by the general staff pre-war as at 1 October 1913, and these establishment figures remained valid up to the mobilization of August 1914.



Foot Artillery Units (1914) (Before Mobilization)
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Foot Artillery Units (1914) (on Mobilization)
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Foot Artillery Transport (1914)
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The varying deployment concepts and typical fire positions of guns and mortars, together with the different 1st and 2nd Line transport arrangements for a heavy field howitzer battery and a heavy mortar battery, reflected the contrasting employment characteristics of these weapons. Whereas all of the troops directly involved with crewing and firing howitzers could be carried on the battery’s gun limbers and wagons if necessary, those in the mortar battery could not, which meant that a mortar battery could move only at marching speed and was therefore much less mobile.

Once the war was under way the foot artillery expanded steadily, with an increase of heavy artillery batteries in the order of no less than 550 per cent achieved by January 1918. Inevitably much of this expansion depended upon exploiting captured Allied artillery pieces and guns removed from fortresses in Germany, which in turn meant that the variety of guns in service increased – and this of course had unwelcome implications for those staffs and services responsible for the army’s logistical support. The addition of many long-range naval batteries to the field army’s artillery inventory during 1916 and 1917 exemplified the ever-growing diversity of that fire support. Nevertheless, the overriding need to dominate by fire the static battlefields on the Western Front drove the expansion of the army’s heavy artillery, so that Reserve, Landwehr, Ersatz and Landsturm regiments, battalions and batteries all began to appear in the foot artillery’s order of battle from 1914. These were joined by a further 650 independent batteries during 1915 and 1916, many of these new units being equipped with captured or older guns and established without any horses – a clear reflection of the static nature of the conflict by that stage. However, during 1916 a number of these independent batteries were regrouped into new foot artillery battalions, each of three or four batteries, at which stage they also received an allocation of horsed transport, providing them with a movement capability.

Not surprisingly, the wartime organization of the foot artillery was much less straightforward than that of the field artillery assigned to the divisions, as foot artillery deployments and allocations were based primarily upon availability, weapon types and capabilities together with the task in hand. Consequently, when a division redeployed it would usually leave in place the foot artillery units that had been supporting it. Eight or nine heavy batteries might be sited in a quiet divisional sector, with up to sixteen in a more active sector. While there they would be controlled by the division’s artillery commander along with the divisional field artillery units. Super-heavy railway guns and other long-range artillery were usually held under corps-level control for counter-battery and other special missions.

In April 1918 a British intelligence staff assessment sought to correlate foot artillery gun allocations with the different types of battery. It concluded that the 10-centimetre gun batteries had four guns, 13-centimetre and 15-centimetre batteries had two guns, 15-centimetre howitzer batteries had four howitzers, and 21-centimetre mortar batteries had three guns. At the same time it was assessed that the established strength of a 15-centimetre heavy field howitzer battery in 1918 was four officers and 120 other ranks, and that of a 21-centimetre heavy mortar battery was six officers and 200 other ranks, with three mortars, 100 heavy and 25 light draught horses. It then added that ‘[Heavy] Batteries do not appear to be horsed in all cases, and, in general, the number of horses has been considerably reduced from the establishment laid down prior to mobilization. In other respects, the normal organization and equipment of heavy batteries does not differ greatly from that of field batteries.’209 Despite having observed and analyzed the development of the German artillery for almost four years, the uncertainty implied in this Allied intelligence report is another indication of the sheer complexity, non-standard and necessarily flexible nature of much of the German army’s foot artillery organization.

The army’s mountain artillery units were also categorized as part of the foot artillery, despite the fact that the guns they manned were of relatively small calibre and their support role was closer to that of a field battery than that of a foot artillery unit. Mountain artillery units were not permanently established before the war, although quantities of the specialized equipment, guns and howitzers to equip a number of batteries were held ready on a contingency basis, and the requisite preparatory training was also carried out. Once the conflict was under way – with the need to provide artillery support to the divisions and infantry mountain units operating in the Carpathian, Alpine and Vosges mountain regions and in the Balkans – mountain artillery batteries (Gebirgskanonen-Batterien) were formed, with some 25 batteries created by 1918. As was the case with the mountain infantry units, these batteries were largely manned by soldiers from Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden in order to capitalize on their direct personal experience of living and working in the appropriate terrain.

Three of the four-gun Gebirgskanonen-Batterien were grouped as a detachment (Abteilung) but were in practice usually employed independently as two-gun sections. The main gun used by these batteries was the 7.5-centimetre quick-firing mountain gun, firing high-explosive and shrapnel shells, although a small number of batteries were also equipped with mountain howitzers. The 7.5-centimetre guns could readily be broken down and carried on pack mules, seven of which were required to transport a complete gun. Thirty-one mules (including two in reserve) could transport the entire guns and equipment of a two-gun section, including its guns, entrenching tools, a field forge and tools, forage, farrier’s tools, observation equipment, medical stores, cooking equipment and ammunition. In December 1916 the establishment of a two-gun section included two officers, a warrant officer, six non-commissioned officers and 60 other ranks (26 gunners, 33 drivers, one orderly), together with 31 mules and ten riding horses.

5. ARMOURED FIGHTING VEHICLE TROOPS

The army’s armoured fighting vehicle troops did not comprise a separate combat arm, and their organization’s existence during the war was relatively short-lived; nevertheless, they were potentially a very important addition to the army’s offensive capability. Their late development and consequent appearance on the battlefield only late in the war represented a missed opportunity on the part of the army. In light of its often innovative approach to the business of war, the general staff’s failure to develop and employ armoured vehicles – but specifically the vehicle known as the tank – was remarkable. As early as 1908, three experimental armoured cars equipped with machine-guns had appeared at the major army manoeuvres of that year, but on that occasion nobody could decide how to use or deploy them. Later, in 1911, an Oberleutnant Burstyn of the Austrian army railway troops provided the Prussian war ministry with his plans for an armoured, machine-gun mounted, all-terrain vehicle fitted with caterpillar tracks – truly a tank in embryo – but the military authorities failed to pursue the concept even to the experimental stage. Consequently, the conceptual and developmental initiative lay with the Allies and remained so throughout the war.

Although the army had experienced an Allied attack by tanks – albeit on a relatively small scale – on the Somme on 13 September 1916, a directive by the high command for the head of the field motorized service (Allgemeines Kriegsdepartment, 7. Abteilung Verkehrswesen)210 to take forward the construction of armoured combat vehicles resulted in little substantive progress. This was in part due to an uncharacteristic degree of inertia and lack of vision on the part of the general staff but also to more pragmatic considerations and factors. The first prototype tank was produced and tested on 30 April 1917 (at which stage it was judged not to have met the requirements set by the high command) with a full-size mock-up completed and demonstrated in Mainz in May, a pre-production model produced in September and a first production model of what was designated the A7V in October. However, its production in significant quantities was by then virtually unachievable. As Ludendorff acknowledged, in order to focus upon tank production the army would have had to forgo other capabilities, industrial workers would have had to be reallocated from other war production work, while any spare capacity in the industrial labour force would in any case have had to be drafted into the army by that stage of the war.211 Shortages of raw materials and skilled workers in Germany, and of general-purpose transport within the army, meant that industrial production was necessarily prioritized to favour submarines, railways, aircraft, munitions, artillery and motorized transport to enable the movement of reserves. It should also be remembered that the army on the Western Front was generally committed to a defensive war by late 1916, pending a Russian collapse and redeployment of divisions from the Eastern Front to the Western Front. With no viable model of German tank in prospect in 1917, the general staff’s reluctance to pursue what was viewed by many as a distraction was perhaps understandable. Despite this, two Sturm-Panzerkraftwagen-Abteilungen (tank assault units), numbered 1 and 2, were formed on 20 September 1917, each with five officers and 109 NCOs and soldiers.

The battle fought about Cambrai on 20 November 1917, where the Allies deployed tanks in significant numbers, might have changed the situation in other circumstances. However, Ludendorff’s own assessment that the Allies had struck a weakly defended part of the German line, which was in any case retaken just ten days later – with the capture of a number of Allied tanks by the Germans – meant that the potentially decisive importance of the tank continued to be largely unsupported by much of the German high command. Nevertheless, the army was still content to employ captured Allied tanks, suitably marked with the Iron Cross, for its own purposes. Most of the fifty or so of these were British Mark IVs, which were designated Beutepanzer by the Germans. In May 1918, the direction of armoured fighting vehicle development and training was somewhat belatedly given to a commander of Sturm-Panzerkraftwagen-Abteilungen, who was a staff member of the Chef des Feldkraftfahrwesens (head of motorized transport) at the army’s supreme headquarters. Belatedly also was the recognition of the army’s tank forces as a distinct fighting arm on 22 September 1918, when they were re-designated Schwere-Kampfwagen-Abteilungen (heavy fighting vehicle detachments).212

The use of German A7Vs in combat in the St. Quentin area on 21 March 1918 and at Villers-Bretonneux on 24 April 1918 is described in Part II. By March 1918, five Sturm-Panzerkraftwagen-Abteilungen existed, rising to eight by August 1918, all of these units being equipped with a mix of A7Vs and captured Allied tanks.213 These Abteilungen were equipped with eight light tanks and three armoured cars (all of which were captured Allied vehicles), in addition either to five A7Vs or to five captured British Mark IV or V tanks. Where the five tanks were A7Vs, the Abteilung was established with 178 officers and soldiers, but where these vehicles were British Mark IV or V tanks there were 142 officers and soldiers in the unit. Suffice it to say, however, that the twenty A7Vs produced for the army contributed little to the German war effort. Their last appearance on the battlefield was in October 1918; a number had already been scrapped. Further details of the the A7V tank, as well as of the A7V/U tank, the K-Wagen super-heavy tank and other armoured vehicles still under development when the war ended, are in Appendix 1.


PART VII
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SUPPORTING ARMS AND SERVICES

1. ENGINEERS AND PIONEERS

The breadth of tasks and responsibilities entrusted to the army’s engineer and pioneer units was already extensive in the pre-war years, but their extent and importance increased dramatically as the very different nature of the new war that began in August 1914 became understood – especially so once the army became mired in static trench warfare on the Western Front. Before the war, military engineering tasks were dealt with by three distinct subdivisions of the engineering branch: the corps of engineers (Ingenieur-Korps), fortress construction officers (Festungsbau-Offiziere) and the corps of pioneers (Pionier-Korps). In October 1913, there were 1,166 engineer and pioneer officers, with 931 from Prussia, 148 from Bavaria, 61 from Saxony, and 26 from Württemberg. In peacetime, the training and activities of all three organizations were overseen by the inspector-general of the corps of engineers and fortresses (General-Inspektion des Ingenieur-und Pionier-Korps und der Festungen). Officers of the Ingenieur-Korps (which was manned exclusively by officers) and Pionier-Korps received the same general engineering training; once qualified, they were shown on a single seniority and promotion roll irrespective of their subsequent employment either as ‘engineers’ or as ‘pioneers’. In any event, these officers were interchangeable and could expect to serve in both corps during the course of their careers, thereby broadening their overall employability as military engineers. However, the Festungsbau-Offiziere usually served only in that specialization, with its 165 officers (as at October 1913) in most cases having been promoted from those fortress construction sergeant majors (Festungsbaufeldwebel) who had achieved the necessary technical qualifications and were judged suitable for promotion to officer rank.

ENGINEER UNITS

Before the outbreak of war, the Ingenieur-Korps and Festungsbau-Offiziere were much preoccupied with defensive works in general, including the preparation of pre-planned demolition chambers (into which explosive charges could be placed when the operational situation so required) in bridges and tunnels, and with the design, construction and maintenance of fortresses. Every fortress was allocated a major as the senior engineer officer on-site. At a fortress this officer’s responsibilities included the provision of electric power and lighting, searchlights, telegraph services and pigeon messaging, as well as advising the fortress commander on any other fortifications, obstacles or defence plans affecting the fortress or local area. Members of the Ingenieur-Korps also served as instructors, in staff posts and as members of engineering technical and experimental boards and committees as required. The Ingenieur-Korps was organized into five inspectorates (four of which were Prussian and one Bavarian), each headed by a major general (Generalmajor), with each inspectorate subdivided into nine fortress inspectorates each headed by a colonel (Oberst) or lieutenant colonel (Oberstleutnant).

PIONEER UNITS

Prior to 1914, the Pionier-Korps provided the field army’s bridging, ferrying, and searchlight support capabilities, as well as being directly involved with, or advising on, all sorts of field works, including mining and tunnelling, obstacles, fortresses, strongpoints, fortifications, and various means of mobility enhancement (such as road construction).

On 1 October 1913 there were 35 pioneer battalions (including 8 fortress pioneer battalions) and 26 searchlight sections. Prussia provided 28 pioneer battalions and 20 searchlight sections, Bavaria 4 battalions and 3 sections, Württemberg one battalion and one section, and Saxony 2 battalions and 2 sections. Prussia also contributed an experimental or technical trials pioneer company (Pionier-Versuchs-Kompanie), which was attached to the Guard Pioneer Battalion. In peacetime, one pioneer battalion was allocated to each army corps, apart from the I, III, VII, XV, XVI, XVIII, XX and III (Bavarian) Army Corps, all of which had two battalions organized as corps-level pioneer regiments commanded by an Oberst. In 1913, Pionier-Korps personnel totalled 870 pioneer officers, 70 medical officers, 106 paymasters and assistants, 35 bandmasters, 71 artificers, 3,406 non-commissioned officers and 19,452 other ranks, with 650 horses.

At the highest level, command of the Pionier-Korps resided with the General-Inspektion des Ingenieur-und Pionier-Korps und der Festungen. Beneath him, command was subdivided into four pioneer inspectorates, each headed by a Generalmajor, responsible for overseeing and directing the specialist training and standards of seven or eight pioneer battalions. However, field training and manoeuvres with other army units, non-specialist training and unit discipline were the responsibility of the commander and staff of the corps within which a pioneer battalion served.

In peacetime the Prussian, Saxon and Württemberg pioneer battalions each had four companies; two of the four Bavarian battalions each had three companies. As at 1 October 1913, a pioneer battalion comprised up to 24 pioneer officers, 4 medical officers and paymasters and 644 other ranks, with 8 horses. A pioneer company had 5 officers, 152 other ranks and just one horse. A searchlight section had 2 officers, 38 other ranks and 25 horses. The special Pionier-Versuchs-Kompanie attached to the Guard Pioneer Battalion had 5 officers, one medical officer and 145 other ranks.

Once mobilized, it was planned that all of the pioneer battalions would expand to provide a battalion staff element to their parent army corps headquarters, up to five field companies per pioneer battalion (with one or two allocated to each division and one held as a corps reserve), two divisional bridging trains (one allocated to each division), one corps bridging train and a pioneer detachment available to the corps for other tasks. It was also anticipated that pioneer battalions would be grouped together to form two-or three-battalion siege trains (typically manned by 10 officers, 293 other ranks, 158 horses and miscellaneous vehicles). They would also provide the nucleus of two-or three-battalion fortress regiments (each battalion consisting of 22 officers and 791 other ranks, with 63 horses and 14 vehicles). In the event, all of these particular organizational plans were largely overtaken by changed operational needs as the war developed. Indeed, the Pionier-Korps experienced at least as much reorganization as any of the combat arms during the war, and more than that of any other of the support services apart from the air service.

After mobilization, and then throughout the conflict, the Pionier-Korps greatly increased in size, while its responsibilities expanded and diversified to include manning trench mortars, flamethrowers and chemical gas projectors. The pioneers also provided electric light and power generation to and within the forward areas, these electro-technical detachments having various titles including Elektrotechnische Abteilungen and Starkstrom-Abteilungen.

Until 1914 mining and tunnelling had been primarily the preserve of the eight original fortress pioneer battalions, but on mobilization these units were expanded into ten pioneer regiments (each with up to six companies, a park company and various reserve and replacement companies); thereafter this work was carried out by ordinary pioneer companies, supplemented by trained miners from other units. Specialist pioneer mining companies were formed from 1916 and more than 50 of these were in service by 1918.214

MOBILIZATION OF THE PIONIER-KORPS

Operational command and control of pioneer activities after mobilization was carried out by a pioneer general officer at army-level headquarters, who was supported by a small staff of seven officers. These included a chief of staff, an adjutant, a pioneer staff officer, a trench mortar (Minenwerfer) specialist officer, and three junior officers dealing with the supply of pioneer resources. The pioneers were represented by a staff officer at each army corps headquarters, while at division level this representation and specialist advice was generally provided by the staff of the attached pioneer battalion. At OHL or army group level there was a pioneer general officer and specialist support staff in place to advise the commander on pioneer and other military engineering matters.

On mobilization each of the existing army-corps pioneer battalions was reinforced by two reserve pioneer companies and then divided to form two pioneer battalions. The first of these remained with the active corps while the second battalion was allocated to support a reserve corps. In 1914, once mobilized, each of these battalions therefore fielded three pioneer companies. During the war, four reserve pioneer battalions were formed, together with two additional regular pioneer battalions in 1917. In the meantime, the eight pioneer fortress battalions were expanded, each forming a pioneer regiment of four to six field companies, a park company and a number of replacement (Ersatz) and reserve companies. At that stage these regiments were employed primarily on technical tasks such as electric power provision and mining, while the pioneer battalions worked almost exclusively on field defences and fortifications.

During the first few years of the war the pioneer regiment field companies were increasingly deployed as army-level troops and sub-allocated to divisions. Consequently in 1917 the regimental pioneer organization was restructured, with each regiment being re-designated as a battalion and the practice of deploying independent field companies as army-level or divisional troops regularized by the formation of divisional pioneer battalions, their two field companies being routinely assigned to a division. Typically, therefore, a pioneer battalion now comprised two field companies (usually sub-allocated to divisions), a searchlight section and a trench mortar (Minenwerfer) company. The field companies were organized as three sections (Züge), all of which were capable of working independently depending upon the scale and nature of the task. By late 1917 the expanded Pionier-Korps, reinforced by reserve units and Landwehr and Landsturm units, had at its disposal almost 700 field companies, which meant that in theory more than two such companies could be allocated to every division if required. Field companies not allocated to divisions were controlled at army-and army-group level and routinely employed behind the forward combat zone on a wide range of construction, communications and mobility enhancement tasks, as well as the preparation of contingency or reserve trench systems and strongpoints in depth.

Bridging and ferrying had long been a core responsibility of the Pionier-Korps, and in 1914 divisional bridging trains (Divisions-Brücken-Train) were routinely attached to every active division. However, once the war in the west reached a stalemate, the need to hold bridging units or bridging trains below army-level on the Western Front diminished rapidly. Accordingly, at the end of 1916 the distinct corps and divisional bridging trains that had existed pre-war and during the first two years of the conflict were reorganized as army-group units, their employment thereafter being directed by OHL or the theatre or army-group headquarters. A single heavy ‘Rhine’ bridging train – with an impressive 332-metre crossing capability – also existed in 1914. This semi-strategic bridging train was based in the XIV Army Corps military district of Baden, being maintained by that corps in peacetime. Details of the principal Pionier-Korps bridge capabilities and bridging train equipment available to the army during the war are in Appendix 1.

As additions to the original pre-war Pionier-Korps regiments, three new pioneer regiments were created and given specific roles that demonstrated very clearly both the changing nature of the battlefield and the diversity of Pionier-Korps tasks. A Guard Reserve Pioneer Regiment of three battalions, each with four companies, was formed as an elite assault unit and trained in the offensive use of flamethrowers (Flammenwerfer). Control of this regiment – its members readily identifiable by a white-on-black skull-and-cross-bones badge worn on their left sleeve – was retained by OHL, companies being deployed to support specific assault operations as required. The other two new pioneer regiments, the 35th and 36th, had the dubious privilege of being trained and deployed as the army’s specialists in the use of chemical (poison) cloud gas and the equipment to project it. Both regiments had two battalions, each one organized as three companies and a park company. Eventually, four independent gas battalions, numbered 35 to 38, replaced the original two-regiment organization in August 1917. At the same time the operational emphasis for employing gas changed from using static canisters within the front line, relying upon the wind to carry it to the enemy, to using mortars to fire gas shells or bombs on to specific targets. This approach proved very successful, with a further pioneer gas battalion (No. 39) joining the gas troops on 1 February 1918, followed by pioneer gas battalions numbered 94 to 96 on 22 June that year. By this stage the smooth-bore mortars used in 1917 had been replaced by mortars with rifled barrels that considerably increased the range and accuracy of the army’s gas attacks. The training and activities of those units, which projected chemical gas and used gas offensively, were overseen by an inspector of gas regiments (Inspekteur der Gasregimenter) based at OHL, while the army’s equipment and measures to defend against gas attack were the responsibility of an anti-gas defence inspector (Inspekteur des Gasschutzdienstes) based in Germany. The army’s gas training school (Heeresgasschule) in Berlin was the centre of excellence and training for those personnel involved with the use and development of poison gas as a battlefield weapon.

In the same way that flamethrowers and gas entered the weapons inventory and assumed particular significance on the Western Front, so the advent of static warfare or positional defence – with its hundreds of miles of trenches, dugouts and lines of obstacles – also resulted in the development of the trench mortar (Minenwerfer). These were short-range heavy, medium and light weapons firing high-explosive, gas and other munitions at a high trajectory, so that the shell, bomb or grenade could be dropped right into a narrowly-dug target trench or dugout entrance (whereas artillery guns, with their different characteristics and firing trajectory, were less capable of penetrating such deeply-dug earthworks). The unique characteristics and relatively short range of these trench mortars meant that they were necessarily employed well forward with divisions as a close support weapon, and as such they were operated not by artillerymen but by the pioneer troops of Pionier-Korps Minenwerfer battalions and divisional companies. However, light (7.6 centimetre) trench mortars and grenade launchers (Granatwerfer) introduced into service with infantry, Jäger, mountain infantry and infantry assault battalions from 1916 were also manned by infantry Minenwerfer sections. The centre of excellence for trench mortar training was the Minenwerfer school established to the south of Berlin at Markendorf, near Jüterbog, with a number of Minenwerfer training depots in Germany providing reinforcements and replacements for the Pionier-Korps trench mortar units. Details of the principal Minenwerfer and Granatwerfer used by the Pionier-Korps are set out in Appendix 1.

By 1917 every active, reserve and Landwehr division was supported by a Minenwerfer company, which was an established part of the division’s pioneer battalion. These companies comprised three sections (Züge), with a heavy Minenwerfer section manning four heavy trench mortars, and two medium sections each equipped with four medium trench mortars.215 Although the main use of Minenwerfer was on the Western Front, mountain Minenwerfer companies were also formed for service on the Eastern Front and in mountainous terrain. These companies operated on light scales and were equipped with four medium and eight light trench mortars, their mobility being provided by pack animals and vehicles suitable for operations in such rugged areas. In addition to the many Minenwerfer companies assigned to specific divisions, there were thirteen Minenwerfer battalions in 1918, all of which were designated as OHL reserve units for deployment to any sector or operation as required. These battalions each had four Minenwerfer companies and were supported by a draught-horse detachment (Bespannungs-Abteilung) and a motor transport echelon (Kraftwagenstaffel).



Pionier-Korps Units (1914–1918)
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The dominance of the defence and the unique nature of trench warfare on the Western Front together prompted a significant increase in the scale and level of expertise of the Pionier-Korps mining and tunnelling capability. Divisions and regiments initially sought to achieve this by drafting infantrymen and other soldiers with former mining experience into pioneer tunnelling companies largely on an ad hoc basis. However, from 1916 specialist pioneer mining companies (Pionier-Mineur-Kompanien) were formed and allocated to operational sectors on a more or less permanent basis, reflecting the long-term nature of their work and the need for continuity of mining and tunnelling policies, record-keeping and mapping. The more than 50 mining companies operating on the Western Front by 1918 were controlled at division level, with groups of two or three companies often working together in a divisional sector under the command of the divisional pioneer battalion commander. Pragmatically, however, the authority to blow the explosives or mine in a tunnel in an emergency – such as an Allied attack threatening to overrun the tunnel access or the imminent loss of the tunnel due to counter-tunnelling by the Allies – was delegated to the local Pionier-Korps or engineer officer responsible for that excavation. Mining and tunnelling were always high-risk activities, and so specialist rescue equipment (largely modelled upon that used in the civil mining industry) was developed and issued to rescue teams dealing with cave-ins or partial tunnel collapses. This included sophisticated items such as specially designed reinforced helmets fitted with enclosed face and upper body protection, incorporating enhanced angled eye-pieces and breathing apparatus, which together enabled rescuers to carry out their task in low light conditions, where poison gas or thick dust were present, or where the air supply had been exhausted.216

As long ago as the end of the nineteenth century the Pionier-Korps manned searchlights (Scheinwerfer) to support the army’s ground operations by, for example, illuminating parts of the battlefield and likely enemy approach routes, forestalling a surprise night attack by illuminating the attackers, deterring such attacks by intermittent searchlight sweeps, and enabling engineer activities such as bridging, construction and repair work to be carried out at night. The searchlight troops’ depot battalion (Scheinwerfer-Ersatz-Bataillon) and centre of excellence for training its replacement personnel was at Berlin-Spandau. On mobilization in 1914 a searchlight section (Scheinwerferzug) was attached to each of the 26 pioneer battalions which were at that stage allocated to army corps, with a further section attached to each of the ten pioneer regiments formed from the expansion of the original eight fortress pioneer battalions described above. The reserve corps formed during 1914 and 1915 also received reserve Scheinwerferzüge to support them. From 1915, the Scheinwerferzüge were largely removed from corps-level control and allocated to divisions, while at the same time heavy and light sections were created, their designation and capability determined by the type of searchlight with which they were equipped. The heavy category of searchlight was a 90-centimetre electric light projector, while light searchlights were 60-centimetre projectors. However, the divisional searchlight sections usually manned only light and portable searchlights. The new and rapidly growing threat of air attack prompted an expansion of the Pionier-Korps searchlight role and its organization to include newly formed anti-aircraft searchlight sections (Flak-Scheinwerferzüge). These were permanently deployed to support the army’s air service (Luftstreitkräfte) anti-aircraft artillery sited to protect fortresses, industrial sites, munitions factories, storage facilities and other key points. An anti-aircraft searchlight training centre and school (Flak-Scheinwerfer-Schule) was established at Hannover.

2. THE AIR SERVICE

Until 1912, air support for the army was considered to be a function of the transport troops (Verkehrstruppen), and the embryo air service was therefore categorized as part of the army’s ‘communication troops’. Then, in October 1912, the growing organization was re-designated as flying troops (Fliegertruppen) and attached to the army’s Guard Corps. By August 1914 the Fliegertruppen had some 450 aircraft of all types available for operations. As the conflict escalated, the true potential of air warfare and proper exploitation of military aviation began to be properly understood and realized. Accordingly, on 25 November 1916 the air service organization (Luftstreitkräfte) was officially established as a separate branch of the army, with precedence in the army order of battle after that of the engineers and pioneers and before that of the Verkehrstruppen of which it had once been merely a part. However, the military air service continued as a branch of the army throughout the war, never being formally accorded the status of a separate service, despite the ever-widening role of air power and the increasing size and capability of the Luftstreitkräfte.

During the pre-war decade, airships and dirigibles rather than aeroplanes provided the principal focus of the air service, which was divided into airship troops and flying troops, the latter manning the service’s aeroplanes. At that time ‘aircraft’ encompassed all types of airships, dirigibles, captive balloons and heavier-than-air craft, so that an aircraft unit might hold and operate a variety of this equipment. The different characteristics, support and training needs of airships and aeroplanes were properly recognized by the existence of an inspector of airship troops and an inspector of flying troops, each of whom was subordinate to the army’s inspector of military aircraft and mechanical transport services.

In 1913, the aircraft troops provided to the army by Prussia included five battalions of airship troops, an airship draught-horse section, and four battalions of flying troops; Bavaria provided just one battalion of airship troops217 and one of flying troops. Saxony provided one company of each type, both of which served as companies within Prussian airship and flying battalions, as did the single company of airship troops provided by Württemberg. Typically, an airship battalion comprised sixteen to nineteen officers, plus three medical, pay and veterinary officers and up to 686 other ranks, with eight to twelve horses (but with 64 horses in the airship draught-horse section which was co-located with the Prussian Airship Battalion No. 1). Flying battalions comprised fifteen or sixteen officers and up to 448 other ranks, plus eight horses. By late 1913 there were almost 5,000 personnel in air service units and training schools, with the formation of a flying corps reserve also under way.

As at 1 October 1913 the established peacetime organization and distribution of the army’s airship and flying troops was as shown overleaf.

The army’s main aircraft training school was attached to Airship Battalion No. 1 in Berlin, which trained some fifteen officers annually on a twelve-month course. At the same time, until 1912, flying training activities centred primarily upon the military aviation training school, which was co-located with Flying Battalion No. 1 at Doberitz. After 1912, basic flying training was increasingly decentralized to several major aeroplane manufacturers, while Doberitz concentrated much more upon wider aviation and air warfare concepts, as well as on aircraft experimentation and development.
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* Officers/Other Ranks. ** Company personnel strengths are included within those of their parent battalions

COMMAND, CONTROL AND TRAINING OF THE LUFTSTREITKRÄFTE

Following its creation as a distinct branch of the army on 25 November 1916 – more than two years into the war – the Luftstreitkräfte assumed overall responsibility for all military balloon, aviation and anti-aircraft units. A general officer commanding the air force (Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte) was appointed, superseding the existing appointment of chief of the field aviation service (Chef des Feldflugwesens), which was abolished. A general staff officer was appointed as chief of staff to the air force (Chef des Generalstabes der Luftstreitkräfte) and an inspector-general of the air force (Inspekteur der Flieger) was made responsible for administrative matters and for overseeing all Luftstreitkräfte training units.

In the field, a commander of aviation (Kommandeur der Fliegertruppen) and a balloon commander (Kommandeur der Luftschiffer) were at army-level headquarters, with a group aviation commander (Gruppenführer der Flieger) at corps headquarters. These officers were responsible for the deployment and operations of aircraft and balloon units allocated to their army or army corps by the general staff. From August 1914 until a reorganization of aviation units in October 1916, field flying sections (Feldflieger-Abteilungen) were attached to and provided tactical air support exclusively for army-level and corps formations – being engaged initially in reconnaissance and artillery support (‘target spotting’) tasks but becoming increasingly involved in ground attack and infantry support missions as the war progressed. An army supported by air service units had an army aircraft park (Armee-Flugpark) allocated to it, which was responsible for managing and expediting the receipt and issue of replacement aircraft from Germany as well as carrying out some repair work. The Armee-Flugpark also maintained a pool of replacement aircrew – pilots, air machine-gunners and air observers – who could be sent forward as battle casualty replacements as necessary. Initially the standard organizational building block – and smallest tactical sub-unit when flying in formation – of wartime aviation units was the six-aircraft flight or squadron, each of which was usually supported by about 115 to 120 aircrew, administrative personnel and aircraft mechanics. However, a multiplicity of roles, types of aviation unit and varieties of aircraft inevitably resulted in diverse organizations and orders of battle.

By late 1917, seventeen flying training and replacement sections (Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilungen) were operating in Germany to provide replacement pilots, aircraft mechanics and air observers for the field army, as well as a further seven pilot training schools in Bavaria.218 A Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilung comprised four companies: a Fliegerkompanie (trainee pilots and, in some but not all sections, air observers), a Werftkompanie (trainee aircraft mechanics), an Ersatzkompanie (the training establishment permanent staff, including those directly involved with Luftstreitkräfte replacement personnel) and a Rekrutenkompanie (newly enlisted personnel undergoing basic military training before progressing to the specialist air crew or aircraft mechanic training companies). Special training sections were also established at Doberitz and Köln to train aircrew specifically for service in the bombers and other large aircraft entering service during 1917. Meanwhile the pre-war practice of using civilian flying training schools to provide potential pilots with basic flying training continued throughout the war. These schools were usually sponsored by aircraft manufacturers and provided an invaluable grounding in flying skills before their graduates moved on to a Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilung for advanced military flying training. Some Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilungen trained air observers as well as pilots, although air observer training was also conducted by specialist schools at Thorn, Stolp, Jüterbog, Köln and Königsberg, as well as at Diest in German-occupied Belgium.

AIRSHIP UNITS

During the first few years of the war the army and navy both had their own airship units, and as the new airships – or ‘Zeppelins’ – became available from 1916 numbers of these huge dirigibles were duly allocated both to the military and to the maritime airship services. Typically, these hydrogen-filled aircraft took eight to nine weeks to build, were driven by five or six engines and were crewed by two officers and up to seventeen other ranks. Carrying bomb loads of at least 1,575 kilograms and flying at heights from 4,000 to 6,000 metres, nineteen of the largest class of Zeppelin were in service by the end of 1917. However, during that year the Luftstreitekräfte organization formed at the end of 1916 underwent several major changes, one of which was the reallocation of the army’s remaining airships to the naval airship service, together with most of the military airship sheds, and the transfer of the army’s airship personnel either to the navy or to the military balloon service. There had never been close cooperation between the army and naval airship services, and the army general staff’s pragmatic abandonment of its dirigibles in 1917 recognized the predominance of aircraft over airships in combat above the land battlefield.219 Although the Luftstreitekräfte transferred its airship capability to the navy in 1917, the army’s air service quite properly retained control of its observation and barrage balloon units, together with the transport, gas columns and manpower to support them.

AVIATION UNITS

The organization, characteristics and evolution of German air power during the war, specifically that of its heavier-than-air craft, is a complex story and one that quite reasonably merits a separate account. This part of the military air service entered the war with just 250 combat aircraft in August 1914; by October 1916 it fielded 1,550; and by March 1918 its complement of combat aircraft peaked at 3,970, with some 80,000 army personnel engaged in aviation duties as aircrew or support staff. By 1918, the organization, diverse types of aircraft and main roles carried out by the various types of Fliegertruppen units had evolved and changed considerably, with its core missions categorized as home defence, fighter interception and pursuit, reconnaissance, artillery spotting, ground attack and long-range bombing.

Home defence tasks were conducted by single-seat fighter squadrons (Kampf-Einsitzer-Staffeln) based close to major industrial sites, communications and rail centres and other key points, their primary mission being to defend these places against Allied bombing attacks. Interception and pursuit operations in support of armies and (sometimes) corps on active fronts, as well as over Germany itself, were conducted by ‘hunter’ fighter squadrons and groups (Jagdstaffeln and Jagdgeschwader) and ‘battle’ fighter squadrons (Kampfstaffeln). These forces were directed by an army’s aviation commander (Kommandeur der Fliegertruppen), with the squadron or group air base usually located within easy range of the potentially vulnerable inter-army and inter-sector boundaries. Following their introduction in August 1916, the Jagdstaffeln and Kampfstaffeln included some of the best known and most colourful flying units, regularly battling Allied aircraft in the skies above the battlefields. Over time, numbers of their pilots achieved the status of ‘ace’ and became household names in Germany – foremost amongst whom was Rittmeister Manfred Freiherr von Richthofen, with 80 confirmed ‘kills’ of Allied aircraft and balloons to his credit. Other notable German aces included Oberleutnant Ernst Udet (62 kills), Leutnant Werner Voss (48 kills), Hauptmann Oswald Boelcke (40 kills) and Oberleutnant Max Immelmann (15 kills).

Those who flew the Luftstreitkräfte fighter aircraft owed a large measure of their successes against Allied aircraft to a revolutionary invention by Dutch aircraft designer Anthony Fokker. In 1915, the French adopted a device that allowed its pilots to fire straight forward through the fighter aircraft’s propeller, which enabled French pilots to engage German aircraft directly by pointing the aircraft at their enemy. However, the French device was technologically quite crude in that it involved plates being mounted on the propeller blades to deflect the many rounds that would otherwise have damaged and ultimately destroyed them. Nevertheless, the impact of the French device upon aerial combat was both immediate and, for several months, devastating for the Germans. Consequently, the general staff engaged Fokker to copy the French design and introduce it into service as a matter of the very highest priority. But Fokker took the French idea much further, designing a more sophisticated system that synchronized the aircraft’s machine-gun fire with the rotation of its propeller blades. This allowed all of the machine-gun rounds to be fired forward between the propeller blades without the need for a deflection system.

From mid-1915, Fokker’s interrupter-gear system was brought into service as widely as practicable across the Luftstreitkräfte, and by August that year Fokker monoplanes dominated aerial combat wherever they were employed, but primarily over the Western Front. Subsequent successive technological advances achieved by both sides resulted in the balance of air power regularly swinging between the Allies and the Germans, with mid-1916 to April 1917 arguably the last period during which the fighter aircraft of the Luftstreitkräfte were able to dominate the skies above the Western Front. Thereafter the ability of France, Britain and the United States to manufacture and field aircraft in much greater numbers than the Germans meant that by the final year of the war the Luftstreitkräfte was able to achieve air superiority only locally and for limited periods of time.

Effective reconnaissance – and thus intelligence-gathering and assessment – was the key to sound planning and operational success by the ground forces right from the beginning of hostilities in 1914, so the importance of aerial reconnaissance and surveillance increased significantly as the conflict developed. This was especially so when fighting on the Western Front ground to a halt, with the subsequent stalemate and static trench warfare severely limiting the ability of the cavalry to fulfil its traditional reconnaissance role as the ‘eyes and ears’ of military commanders. Aerial reconnaissance was routinely carried out by specialist flying sections (Fliegerabteilungen) supporting specific armies or operations, and the tactics, techniques and technology (especially photographic and photo analysis) of these aviation units advanced rapidly as the war progressed. Such advances were soundly underwritten by the training, acquired skills and growing experience of the pilots and observers who flew these frequently very dangerous missions. An example of the sort of photographic technology they used was the automatic camera picture sequencing system employed by the Reihenbildzüge photo reconnaissance flights grouped within certain Fliegerabteilungen. These cameras produced photo-mosaics from which accurate up-to-date mapping of the ever-changing battlefield (especially the trench systems) could be made.

Dependent upon the level of command supported – division, corps or army – air reconnaissance tasks in the forward area could include photography, artillery observation, trench reconnaissance, identification of the forward line of both sides’ positions, liaison with infantry units and advanced patrols, and identifying obstacles or new earthworks that might indicate new Allied gun positions, defence lines or tunnelling. To aid operational planning at army level, reconnaissance missions might include photographic tasks and identification of key targets – such as troop concentrations, railheads and headquarters – deep within Allied territory.

Across all active theatres and throughout the war years, the variety of reconnaissance missions undertaken by the Fliegerabteilungen was extensive, while an ever-improving air defence capability on the Allied side meant that their operating environment became ever more precarious. In 1917 the increasing vulnerability of reconnaissance aircraft flying in support of the artillery was recognized by the formation of protection squadrons (Schutzstaffeln) of fighter aircraft to provide top cover for the often slower reconnaissance aircraft while they loitered to observe or to conduct multiple passes above their objectives, the primary task of the Schutzstaffeln being to safeguard these aircraft against attacks by Allied fighter aircraft.

Ever since the invention of aircraft and their adoption for military use, bombing has been a core role of air forces. In the Luftstreitkräfte this activity was conducted against military and civilian targets at the strategic, operational and tactical levels by aeroplanes and airships (the latter until 1917 in the case of the army, when its remaining airships were transferred to the German naval airship service). Dedicated bomber groups (Kampfgeschwader) were formed in December 1915, being renamed Bombengeschwader in January 1917. Between 1916 and late 1917 the bomber groups were controlled by the army supreme headquarters (Oberste Heeresleitung or OHL) with Kampfgeschwader initially allocated to support an army as required, although smaller groups of bombers had also been allocated to armies by OHL from late 1916. From 1917 new, larger and more powerful twin-engined aircraft entered service and heralded a major reorganization of the bomber force, which in turn resulted in bombing operations being almost exclusively confined to long-range missions controlled directly by the OHL. Strategic bombing (including cross-Channel missions against England) was conducted by heavy bomber sections (Riesenflugzeug-Abteilungen) formed in 1916, which were equipped with even larger aircraft, powered by four engines, and capable of carrying up to 2,000 kilograms of bombs (but usually no more than 1,000 kilograms when engaged on long-range missions).
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It is not possible to include a full account of the evolution of the Fliegertruppen between 1914 and 1918, but the developmental summary on the previous spread provides an indication of the overall scale and characteristics of the principal unit types and their broad capability,220 while the technical specifications of the principal fighter, bomber and reconnaissance aircraft flown by the Fliegertruppen are shown in Appendix 1.

OBSERVATION BALLOON UNITS

During the pre-war years the air service had been responsible for numbers of field balloon detachments Feldluftschiffer-Abteilungen) and for the gas columns (Gaskolonnen) that were formed on mobilization to support these detachments.221 In October 1913, the typical pre-war field balloon detachment included 9 officers, 177 other ranks and 122 horses; with 12 hydrogen gas wagons, one windlass-carrying wagon, 2 stores wagons (each carrying one balloon), one forage wagon, one supply wagon, one baggage wagon and one telephone wagon – all of which were variously configured for two, four or six horses. The detachment was organized as two sections (Ballonzüge) each with one observation balloon, although only one would actually be inflated and deployed at any given time. The windlass and telephone wagons operated with whichever section’s balloon was inflated and in use. Gas columns supported and replenished the field detachments as necessary, having 2 officers, 92 other ranks and 75 horses, with 16 two-and four-horsed hydrogen gas, stores, forage, supply and baggage wagons. A reserve balloon was carried on the stores wagon. Following the creation of the Luftstreitkräfte in November 1916, the army’s Feldluftschiffer-Abteilungen and Gaskolonnen came under the control of the Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte.

By 1918, the deployment and operation of balloon detachments was coordinated by a balloon commander (Kommandeur der Luftschiffer) at army level, with a reporting centre (Ballon-Zentrale) to support this capability. Typically, one Feldluftschiffer-Abteilung was allocated to each army corps, with a small staff (three officers and about 30 other ranks) based at corps headquarters to support the deployed balloon troops and deal with photography, mapping and communications. By that stage of the war the observation balloon capability had been enhanced and the Feldluftschiffer-Abteilungen restructured, so that each detachment now comprised up to three balloon sections (Ballonzüge). A section was equipped with two balloons (one inflated ready for use, with the second in reserve) and manned by 3 officers and 110 other ranks. Accordingly, by 1918 a three-section Feldluftschiffer-Abteilung could deploy up to three balloons with three more in reserve, rather than the one deployed and one reserve balloon of the pre-1914 era. In a corps area of operations, one Ballonzug would usually be tasked to support the infantry divisions and assist communications between the division headquarters and that at corps level. Other Ballonzüge allocated to the corps were dedicated almost exclusively to artillery observation and fire adjustment, with artillery officers serving as their observers.

Observation balloons could achieve a maximum height of 480 metres with two observers in the basket or 900 metres with a single observer. Where the battlefield was not obscured by smoke, fog or mist, these observers usually enjoyed a panoramic view across the battlefield and well beyond it. However, an observation officer’s job was invariably hazardous due to the balloon’s vulnerability to air attack and ground fire, as well as to the passage of artillery and mortar shells. The relatively slow descent of a balloon winched down in the face of an attack further reinforced the precarious nature of this means of surveillance, in recognition of which the army’s balloon observers were the only personnel routinely to be issued with parachutes during the war. Despite their practical limitations, observation balloons remained in use throughout the war, with more than 125 Ballonzüge operating on the Western Front alone by early 1918.222 As the conflict progressed, the operational concept and use of captive balloons underwent various changes, these being prompted by their ever-increasing vulnerability, the growing use of aeroplanes for reconnaissance, artillery liaison and aerial photography, and – from the beginning of 1917 – the use of barrage balloons as part of the air defence of key installations and industrial areas in Germany.

METEOROLOGY

Air service operations of all types were inevitably sensitive to the prevailing weather conditions, as were the viability and impact of any operation in which poison gas was employed – whether launched by the army or against it by the Allies. Although falling broadly within the wider category of military survey, each army-level headquarters had a meteorological station (Feldwetter-Station), which was under the overall control of the army’s Kommandeur der Fliegertruppen in recognition of its principal function of aviation support. As well as its responsibility to the aviation units, the Feldwetter-Station also worked closely with the gas officers at division level. Within an army’s operational area a comprehensive network of forward meteorological reporting stations (Frontwetterwarten) and two-man wind observation posts (Windwarten) sited about two kilometres behind the front line provided the army’s Feldwetter-Station with regular information updates, consolidated weather reports being issued twice daily by army headquarters. At the same time, meteorological information provided by forward weather observation posts (with usually one such post per regimental area, each manned by three men) specifically relevant to gas and gas defence operations was coordinated at a gas information collecting post (Gassammelstelle) by the divisional gas officer.

AIR DEFENCE OF THE FIELD ARMY

The army’s air defence organization evolved and expanded during the war in response to the growing threat of air attack. At the outset, existing infantry and artillery units would engage aerial targets as required, using their existing small arms, guns and any other weapons available. However, by 1917 a comprehensive anti-aircraft organization had been developed to counter the air threat in the main theatres of operation, as well as that from the skies above Germany itself. An active air defence using anti-aircraft artillery guns (Flug-Abwehr-Kanonen or ‘Flak’) and machine-guns was complemented by the use of barrage balloons (primarily within Germany) with air defence guns frequently supported by static or mobile searchlight units. A comprehensive air defence training system also emerged, and a number of replacement training depots (Flak-Ersatz-Abteilungen) were established within Germany, the principal anti-aircraft training school being at Ostend in German-occupied Belgium, and the searchlight training school at Hannover.

Although all anti-aircraft guns were manned by artillerymen, these guns were under the overall control of the Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte.223 There were then separate command and control arrangements for the anti-aircraft defence of armies in the various active theatres of operations, as well as for the German homeland. At army level, a commander of anti-aircraft guns (Kommandeur der Flugabwehrkanonen) controlled the deployment and plans for that army’s Flak guns, searchlight sections (Flak-Scheinwerferzüge),224 any barrage balloons within the army’s area, and aircraft observation and warning posts (Fliegerwachen, Flugwachen, Fliegerwarten) plus reporting centres (Flugmeldestationen). The aircraft warning and reporting system was organized as a number of report lines manned by lookout stations, all of which were closely linked to the corresponding warning and reporting lines of flanking armies. The information provided by these lookouts when Allied aircraft were spotted was immediately passed to reporting centres by telephone and then disseminated within the army, as well as to flanking armies or other formations and to the army group headquarters as appropriate.

At corps level, the anti-aircraft units formed a group (Flakgruppe) controlled by an anti-aircraft group commander (Flugabwehrkanonen-Gruppen-Kommandeur), and several types of anti-aircraft unit existed by 1917.
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AIR DEFENCE OF THE HOMELAND

Although overall command of all of the army’s air defence assets – whether with the field army or in Germany – remained with Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte, air defence of the German homeland was controlled by the commander of the home air defences (Kommandeur des Heimat-Luftschutzes), whose headquarters were at Frankfurt am Main (where the commander of the anti-aircraft replacement training depots (Flak-Ersatz-Abteilungen) and of all other anti-aircraft training was also based). Operationally this headquarters was responsible for the activities of a number of anti-aircraft groups (Flak-Gruppen) sited to protect important industrial centres, munitions factories, major towns, ports, railheads, railway junctions and communication centres. Flak-Gruppen batteries typically fielded 7.7-, 9-or 10-centimetre Flak guns, being deployed to defend towns and cities such as Essen, Duisburg, Mannheim, Fiedrichshafen and Rottweil. Additionally static anti-aircraft sections (Ortsfeste Flakzüge) were sited well within Germany, usually co-located with searchlight sections, their principal mission being to combat the threat posed by Allied bombers. In a more extensive version of the system used by the field army, a comprehensive chain of aircraft reporting and warning posts was established across Germany, the information gained being coordinated at three reporting headquarters, of which the principal one was at Karlsruhe.

3. THE TELEGRAPHIC, SIGNALS AND WIRELESS COMMUNICATIONS SERVICE

The army’s pre-1914 military communications organization was provided by the telegraph troops (Telegraphentruppen), who were categorized as part of the army’s communication troops rather than as a separate signals service. Military telegraph, telephone and wireless communications were overseen by the inspector of field telegraphy, based in Berlin, who was supported by three inspectorates (Berlin, Karlsruhe and Danzig). Meanwhile, the Bavarian telegraph troops came under the jurisdiction of the inspector of railway and telegraph services. On 1 October 1913 the Telegraphentruppen numbered 397 officers (including 20 medical officers, 17 veterinary officers and 36 paymasters) and 6,556 other ranks (including 37 artificers and 923 non-commissioned officers). The organization was established with a total of 2,405 horses. In peacetime, the Telegraphentruppen comprised nine telegraph battalions (six Prussian, one Saxon, two Bavarian), eight fortress telephone companies (seven Prussian, one Saxon), plus one telegraph company and a fortress telephone detachment from Württemberg.225 These units were mainly officered by suitably qualified officers from the engineers and pioneers, as well as some from the infantry and railway troops who requested to do so. A telegraph battalion comprised 40 officers (including a total of 6 medical, veterinary and pay staff), 871 other ranks and 310 horses; while a fortress telephone company had 3 officers, 10 other ranks and a single horse.

A war telegraph training school was based at Berlin-Spandau, with a cavalry telegraph training school also attached to the second Bavarian telegraph battalion. The war telegraph school in Berlin was staffed by 9 officers and 74 other ranks, with 208 horses. In addition to being a centre of excellence for army communications development, it trained personnel in wireless and telegraphic skills, as well as maintaining a cavalry telegraph training school within its organization. Once at war, signals training was also conducted in the military districts in Germany and within the field army at army level.



Wartime Establishments of Telegraph and Other Signals Detachments (1914)
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On mobilization, the Telegraphentruppen provided support detachments at army, corps and division level, together with additional wireless, telephone and telegraph detachments for specific tasks and to support the lines of communication, fortresses and specialist units and formations as required. However, in practice a telegraph capability was not usually deployed below army level, with corps and division communications being based mainly upon telephone, wireless, visual and other less sophisticated means of signalling and messaging.226

Inevitably, the Telegraphentruppen organization of August 1914 was soon expanded and much modified in response to the operational situations that developed thereafter, together with the need to match and exploit a flood of technological advances in virtually every field of communications. Although much was done to update the functions, capability, organization and equipment of the various types of detachment during the first two years of the war, the first fundamental change in the overall organization was the separation of the Telegraphentruppen from the rest of the communications troops in January 1917. At that time the telegraph troops formed a distinct service corps under a director of military telegraphic services (Chef der Feldtelegraphie), who was also responsible for controlling the non-military telegraph and telephone services in Germany. By that stage of the war, Telegraphentruppen detachments using the Siemens high-speed telegraph system could routinely transmit and receive up to 30,000 printed messages per hour.

Then in July 1917 an all-embracing military signals service (Nachrichtenwesen) was created to deal with all forms of military communications. These included telegraphy, telephony, wireless (i.e., radio), power buzzer systems, listening stations, visual (including light) and sound signalling, messenger dogs, carrier pigeons, as well as message-carrying projectiles and the projectors from which they were launched. At the same time, the service’s long-standing title of Telegraphentruppen was changed to Nachrichtentruppen (indicating the incorporation of the former telegraph troops into the wider Nachrichtenwesen signals organization). The importance of the signals service was also recognized when its director (Chef des Nachrichtenwesens) – already the professional head of the service – was made directly subordinate to the chief of the general staff, becoming the latter’s principal adviser on all signals matters.

COMMUNICATIONS SUPPORT FOR THE FIELD ARMY

In line with the support provided by the other services, Nachrichtenwesen was represented and controlled at all levels of command down to that of individual divisions and fortresses. At theatre level a signals brigade commander (Nachrichten-Brigadekommandeur) had overall responsibility for all communications within the theatre, while at each army, corps and division headquarters and fortress a signals commander (Nachrichten-Kommandeur) post was established. Within a theatre of operations, operational and strategic-level telegraph communications between the high command, theatre, army group, army and corps headquarters were controlled by a lines of communication telegraph directorate (Etappen-Telegraphen-Direktion), with no dedicated telegraph units deployed forward of army headquarters. In October 1917 the telephone and wireless functions were amalgamated, the officers of these units providing a single, combined staff to support the signals commanders at army-group and army level. Army-group headquarters also had a specialist service adviser (Nachrichtenreferent), while on the Western Front each sector was allocated a signals officer on long-term posting to provide continuity. The wartime signals training and replacement organization included a replacement depot (Nachrichten-Ersatz-Abteilung), together with signals (including wireless) training schools (Nachrichtenschule) run by each army in the field. All types of communications equipment were provided by army-level signal parks. (For the signalling and telephone equipment used by infantry regiments and battalions and by the cavalry see Part VI.)

Although various static and portable wireless sets were taken into service, the mainstay of the army’s communications – certainly on the Western Front – was the telephone system. At army-level headquarters there were two army telephone detachments (Armee-Fernsprechabteilungen), each of these being a considerably expanded version of the pre-war organization. By 1917 these telephone detachments comprised a headquarters element (Stationszug) and up to seven motorized sections (Kraftwagen-Fernsprech-Bauzüge), each of which had an officer, 7 non-commissioned officers and 35 other ranks, with the whole section transported in four motor trucks. Indeed, despite wider resource constraints, the motorization of telegraph, telephone and wireless units proceeded quite rapidly from 1915. The two Armee-Fernsprechabteilungen were controlled by an officer (Armee- Fernsprechkommandeur) at army headquarters, who was responsible for telephone support to that army and who was in turn responsible to the army’s Nachrichten-kommandeur. These telephone detachments were also allocated to corps and division headquarters, with special-purpose detachments deployed to support fortresses and mountain units.

In accordance with army operational doctrine, telephone lines were laid from the rear to the forward units. A telephone detachment’s Kraftwagen-Fernsprech-Bauzüge typically carried 40 kilometres of cable, and each was able to lay about 1.8 kilometres of light telephone cable raised above the ground in an hour. In addition the detachments used a heavier cable covered with fabric, as well as a rubber-insulated and therefore waterproofed version, which was suitable for long-term use when laid on the ground or dug-in. Although cables were always vulnerable to shellfire, bombing and sabotage, telephone communications generally proved to be robust, reliable and well-suited for supporting defensive operations – especially where the telephone cables could be buried and laid in parallel to provide a degree of redundancy. Telephones were also a fairly secure means of communication, although once a telephone cable had been found by an enemy it could be tapped directly and the intelligence thus gained exploited. Where only a single telephone cable was laid (relying upon an earth current to complete the electronic circuit instead of laying a double cable), earth current technology could be used to intercept telephone conversations, which radiated electronically a considerable distance through the earth. Even where a double cable had been laid, this could still radiate an earth current if it was damaged or its insulation was less than perfect. Earth current technology was also adopted to provide a rudimentary Morse-code messaging system at regimental level and below, with the one non-commissioned officer (NCO) and four men of an earth telegraph station (Erdetelegraphenstation) using a so-called power buzzer (or Morse key) and an amplifier to transmit sound impulses up to two kilometres through the earth.

By the end of 1914 the intelligence-gaining potential of intercepting Allied telephone transmissions was well-recognized, and from late 1915 groups of listening stations (Abhörstationen) were established at army and corps level, sufficient numbers of these being formed for them to be allocated one to each active divisional sector. These stations used the earth current radiations produced by the Allied field telephones, which could be detected and then amplified by the Abhörstation Arendt sets (named after their German inventor). In due course, mining and tunnelling operations were also detected in this way. Typically, an Abhörstation was manned by 10 to 20 operators. In November 1915 two direction-finding detachments (Richt-Empfängertrupps) were introduced into each army, their primary task being to triangulate Allied wireless stations, and identify their headquarters locations for bombardment by the artillery or bombing from the air. Communications monitoring was not confined to that carried out against the Allies: a mobile telephone monitoring team was attached to the telephone detachment in each divisional sector specifically to listen in to German telephone messages and identify any breaches of security.

Although wireless communication technology advanced rapidly during the war, this capability was still at a relatively rudimentary level in 1918, certainly in terms of reliability. However, by 1917 static and mobile wireless units for transmitting and receiving messages were found at all levels of command down to and including division. Until 1917 the wireless organization and its control arrangements largely mirrored those of the telephone troops, with a wireless detachment at army level (Armee-Funkerabteilung) consisting of two heavy or long-range wireless stations (transmitting and receiving messages up to about 300 kilometres), two direction-finding stations and one intercepting station. An army wireless commander (Armee-Funkerkommandeur) was responsible for wireless operations, reporting to the army’s Nachrichtenkommandeur. At corps and combat group level the group wireless station (Gruppen-Funkenstation) had a transmission range of just under 100 kilometres. There was also a wireless intercept station at corps level. From 30 May 1917, the various wireless, intercepting and direction-finding stations and sections at army and corps level were centralized into multi-capable army wireless detachments (Armee-Funkerabteilungen), having the same organization and providing support at army or corps level. A rapidly growing awareness of the intercept threats to telephone, telegraphic and wireless security resulted in a commensurate growth in the numbers of encoded messages that were sent where this was necessary and practicable. Despite this, the telephone remained the most-used communications system (especially on the Western Front), with users routinely conducting voice conversations in clear, while placing considerable reliance upon veiled speech, use of codewords for specific locations, organizations or operations, and straightforward common-sense to defeat the efforts of Allied listening units.

Divisional wireless detachments (Divisions-Funkerabteilungen) manned a static wireless station (range about 100 kilometres) at division headquarters, also operating a number of portable infantry sets (two large, five medium, six small) and artillery sets (two large, six medium, four small). These sets had relatively short-ranges of up to six kilometres for the large set, three kilometres for the medium set and one kilometre for the small set. The reliability of these portable sets was also often somewhat problematical. Special wireless detachments were allocated to army and corps headquarters and to divisions and artillery groups to communicate with aircraft. In addition, where they still operated (mainly on the Eastern Front), cavalry divisions had wireless detachments equipped with one heavy and two light wireless sets, which had transmission ranges of up to 300 and 100 kilometres respectively.

As well as transmitting and receiving wireless messages, wireless jamming was also conducted, with some 63 jamming stations established by 1917, being controlled at army level. Jamming stations were operated by 2 officers and 37 other ranks, and although they successfully jammed Allied communications up to 100 kilometres away they also attracted criticism from their own side for the adverse effect their activities frequently had upon German wireless communications!

In addition to the more technological means of communication, much use was also made of light signals, especially in the forward areas of the Western Front, both for ground-level messaging and for communicating with aircraft and observation balloons. Lamp signalling (Blinken) stations were found by regimental signals detachments and were usually manned by an NCO and up to six other ranks, equipped with a variety of portable lamps powered by dry battery cells. Dependent upon whether the lamp was large, medium or small, light signals could be transmitted up to six or three kilometres or 800 metres. Of the 1916 pattern lamp (Blinkgerät 16), numbers of the medium version were widely issued from division headquarters down to company level and throughout the heavy artillery units. The large version of this lamp was found only at division headquarters, with its smallest version used only by infantry battalions and Minenwerfer detachments. The Blinkgerät 17, which was introduced in 1917, was designed specifically for communicating with aircraft and observation balloons.

Visual signals in the forward combat area were also produced using coloured flares projected from a special signals mortar (Signalwerfer) or by flares or smoke cartridges (Rauchmeldepatronen) fired from a signal pistol. Aircrew who dropped written messages to the ground forces also used Rauchmeldepatronen to signal that they had done so and to indicate the approximate location. Both the Signalwerfer and the 1916-pattern grenade thrower were also used to launch projectiles containing written messages from the forward positions back to battalion headquarters and from artillery forward observation officers to their artillery command posts or gun lines. These Meldewurfgranate could be thrown up to about 600 metres with reasonable accuracy. At higher levels of command, light message shells (leichte Nachrichtenminen) could be fired from the regular trench mortar (Minenwerfer) to pass written messages between battalion, regimental and brigade-level command posts as well as between the infantry and artillery – but generally only as an option of last resort. It had a range of up to 1,300 metres.

The army also made considerable use of carrier pigeons and dogs to carry written messages. Carrier pigeons were used primarily to pass reports and messages back to superior headquarters. Controlled overall at army-level by the Nachrichtenkommandeur, a carrier pigeon training loft (Korpsschlag) was maintained by each corps, with homing lofts (Heimatschläge) established close to divisional main headquarters.227 The birds were sometimes marked with dye, the colour indicating to which army they belonged, one such example being that of the Sixth Army, whose carrier pigeons were coloured red. Pigeon stations (Abflugstellen) held birds ready to be released and were usually found at infantry and artillery command posts, with forward artillery observers, at permanent observation posts, and available to infantry company commanders in forward defensive positions or during an advance.

Dogs were used quite extensively for message carrying, this being mainly between company and battalion headquarters, with German shepherd (Alsatian) dogs being the preferred breed. These animals had a small (fifteen-centimetre) metal cylinder attached to their collar, and a dog could carry a message about 1.5 kilometres in less than eight minutes. The message-carrying dog (Meldehund) organization included a section (Meldehund-Trupp) attached to each army headquarters. The Meldehund-Trupp allocated dogs and handlers to corps and divisions as required and also provided all the training in-theatre for personnel and dogs alike. It dealt both with newly arrived dogs from Germany and with the re-training and re-assignment of dogs, this sometimes being necessary after their deployment in the forward area. Once allocated to corps and divisions, messenger dogs were usually attached to the signals detachments of infantry units, with up to twelve dogs to a regiment and six to a battalion. Two soldiers handled each dog, and these men were usually found from the infantry unit receiving the dog. The two handlers would spend four weeks at the army Meldehund-Trupp learning all the necessary skills with their allocated dog before men and dog returned to the unit. A special gas mask was developed and taken into service for these messenger dogs to protect them against the poison gas used first in significant quantity by the Germans from April 1915 and then by the Allies. Although largely manned by infantrymen (apart from the army-level Meldehund-Trupp), the messenger dog service fell under the ambit of the army’s signal services.



Summary of Units of the Signals Service (1918)



	Level of Command

	Units




	Division

	242 divisional telephone sections




	 

	193 divisional wireless sections




	 

	292 listening stations




	 

	617 carrier pigeon lofts




	Corps and combat group

	71 group telephone detachments




	 

	63 group wireless detachments




	Army

	47 army telephone sections




	 

	23 army wireless sections




	 

	20 army signals parks




	 

	17 messenger dog sections




	Army group

	5 army group telephone sections




	OHL

	96 motorized telephone (construction) detachments




	 

	30 non-motorized telephone (construction) detachments




	 

	97 telephone traffic operations detachments




	 

	20 telephone station detachments




	 

	72 lamp signalling sections




	 

	1 army signals training school




	 

	1 army signals park




	Supporting the air service

	82 airfield wireless telegraphy stations




	 

	74 forward area wireless telegraphy stations




	 

	95 airfield wireless telegraphy receiver stations








In August 1918 in response to the ever-increasing manpower demands of the signals service and the army’s wider recruiting difficulties by that stage of the war, the high command planned to use women in clerical, non-technical and administrative posts in the signals service (these women being called Nachrichtlerinnen) to replace and release men for other duties. The war ministry authorized this measure on 3 October, but implementation was overtaken by the imminence of the armistice.

Throughout the war, in addition to the Nachrichtenwesen specialists, numbers of suitably trained infantry, cavalry, artillery and pioneer personnel also provided low-level telephone, wireless and other signalling and messaging support within many of these units. By the end of the conflict, signal service units of all types had proliferated greatly, so that the Nachrichtenwesen organization of 1918228 bore little resemblance to that of 1914, either in terms of of the sheer scale of its operations or of its technological capabilities.

4. SURVEY

During the Franco-Prussian war against France in 1870–1, the accuracy and amount of up-to-date detail carried on the maps of France produced by and issued to the German forces far exceeded that of the maps issued by the French army – despite these being of the latter’s own country. Military survey had for many years been properly recognized by the Prussian and German general staff as an indispensable aid to the planning and prosecution of military operations at all levels. This high standard of cartographic support for the field army was again in evidence in 1914 when Alexander Powell, reporting for the New York World on the German advance into Belgium, observed: ‘[The army’s] maps of Belgium, with which every soldier is provided, are the finest examples of topography I have ever seen. Every path, every farm building, every clump of trees is shown.’229

In peacetime, although controlled by the general staff in Berlin, military survey activities were mainly conducted by civilian personnel, with numbers of suitably qualified officers and non-commissioned officers (all of whom were usually from the artillery) attached or seconded to the survey organization. The central survey organization’s remit was quite broad, and the service included sections dealing with cartography, trigonometry, photogrammetry (the technique of determining the geometric properties of objects from photographic images), topography, terrain photography, geology, scientific computation and analysis, a central map room, and a central directorate of surveys. Although supporting the whole army, the strategic importance and security implications of its work meant that the survey service (Landesaufnahme) operated as a primarily Prussian-dominated organization, overseen directly by the ‘Great General Staff’ (Großer Generalstab) in Berlin.



Map Types and Military Applications (1914–1918)
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On mobilization, the Landesaufnahme was reconfigured to provide support not only to the general staff as before but also to the field army, and to the artillery in particular. At that time all survey activities were directed by the head of military survey (Chef des Kriegsvermessungswesens) at OHL, with a survey staff officer (Stabsoffizier des Vermessungswesens) established at every army-level headquarters and responsible for the one or two survey detachments (Vermessungs-Abteilungen) allocated to an army. Army survey detachments carried out a wide range of topographical and trigonometrical work and computations, preparing general maps and specialist artillery maps as well as fire-planning data boards for the artillery. A British army general staff document included a list of the tasks laid down by the headquarters of the German Sixth Army for its two survey detachments in 1917. In edited and simplified form230 these included:


• Triangulation work throughout the army area, including updating and establishing new trigonometrical points.

• Topographical reconnaissance, including correcting and re-surveying existing maps where necessary.

• Preparation of specialist maps and battery data boards for field and heavy artillery, including trigonometrical data for aiming points, observation posts and battery gun line positions.

• Identification and fixing of important locations in the forward area by triangulation, plane-table and photographic techniques, computations and calculations.

• Resection of sound-ranging and observation group posts to enable accurate direction finding and positioning.

• Production and analysis of stereoscopic photo panoramas and photo mosaics and stereo-photogrammetry.

• Geological research, including assistance and advice to mining and tunnelling units.

• Reproduction of maps in a variety of scales and in enlarged or reduced sizes (the army survey detachment had a map printing section (Karten-Felddruckerei) attached to it to carry out this work and related printing tasks). Tasks that were too large to be completed by a given deadline could be passed back to the cartographic section of the general staff in Berlin or to the topographical bureau in Munich with their much greater capabilities.

• Analysis and intelligence exploitation of captured maps and plans, including those showing mining and tunnelling.

• Printing maps, plans, sketches, orders and forms, as well as mounting maps and binding pamphlets. Bulk map storage and archiving was carried out by a map depot (Kartenlager) situated in the army’s rear area.

• Applying photography and related techniques (photogrammetry) for developing historical records and for technical purposes.

• Preparation of relief maps or topographical models in plaster or by layered cardboard.


At the same time, all units of the Sixth Army were required to send certain information directly to the army’s survey detachments or corps topographical sections, including:


• All reconnaissance reports, sketches, etc., concerning changes in the position of hostile batteries, defences, trenches, etc.

• Artillery flash intersections obtained by observation groups.

• Two copies of every aerial photograph, properly numbered and annotated.


Below army level, each corps headquarters had a general staff officer responsible for mapping who oversaw the work of topographical sections (Kartenstellen) allocated to corps and division headquarters from the army’s Vermessungs-Abteilungen. A Kartenstelle usually comprised an officer or military administrative official and a small team of draughtsmen capable of reproducing, copying, redrawing and overlaying information on to trench maps, sketches and plans, often (by 1917) with access to a powered lithographic printing press.

Whether producing maps or other publications, a field printing capability routinely supported the field army. In August 1914 the columns of troops marching into Belgium would have seen that, ‘At one place a huge army wagon containing a complete printing press was drawn up beside the road and a morning edition of the Deutsche Krieger Zeitung (German War News) was being printed and distributed to the passing men.’231

5. TRANSPORT AND MOVEMENT

Before the war and during the early war years the communication troops (Verkehrstruppen) included all aspects of transport and movement – mechanical, air and rail – and the signals service. However, in November 1916 the air service was established as a separate organization, while in January 1917 the signals service was also removed from the communication troops. So it was that by the beginning of 1917 the Vekehrstruppen comprised only the railway service (Feldeisenbahnwesen) and mechanical transport service (Feldkraftfahrwesen). By that stage of the war both services had expanded and developed from their peacetime configurations to support first of all the army’s mobilization and deployment during the late summer of 1914 and then its tactical, operational and strategic movement to support a war waged on several fronts and in widely dispersed operational theatres. At the highest level, the railway and mechanical transport services were controlled by the inspector of military communications in Germany and by the general staff’s quartermaster general in the field.

THE RAILWAY SERVICE

The importance of railways during the army’s mobilization and deployment into an operational theatre had been amply demonstrated by the successful German campaign against France during the first months of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870. This was also very apparent during the succeeding months when reinforcements, casualties, prisoners of war, huge amounts of ammunition and all sorts of logistic matériel had to be moved between France and Germany. Thereafter the army’s railway units continued to be regarded as elite troops – the importance of their role marked by the addition of ‘Guard’ lace insignia to the collar and cuffs of their uniform tunics. On 1 October 1913 the army’s railway troops included 256 officers, 20 medical officers, 31 paymasters and assistant paymasters, 2 bandmasters, 21 artificers, 911 non-commissioned officers and 4,797 other ranks. At that time, the peacetime establishment of the army’s railway troops (Eisenbahntruppen) comprised two Prussian railway brigades, one Bavarian railway battalion, two Saxon railway companies and one Württemberg railway company. Typically, in the Prussian railway units, a rail company had 5 officers, 140 other ranks and one horse; a rail battalion up to 30 officers (including medical officers and paymasters), 646 other ranks and 7 horses; a rail regiment up to 68 officers (including medical officers and paymasters), 1,326 other ranks and 19 horses; a traffic section 23 officers (including medical officers and paymasters), 646 other ranks and 10 horses; and a traffic company 5 officers, 175 other ranks and one horse.

On mobilization the two railway brigades were dissolved. Thereafter, the railway troops service expanded and was reconfigured to achieve its wartime establishment, which was based initially on a large number of railway construction companies (Eisenbahn-Bau-Kompanien), rail traffic companies (Eisenbahn-Betriebs-Kompanien) and rail workmen (general purpose) companies. Many of these were manned by suitably qualified reserve, fortress and Landwehr personnel as well as by regular railway troops. Their joint connection to the railway regiment and depot from which the companies were formed was shown by all personnel wearing the identifying number of that regiment on their shoulder strap, together with the letter ‘E’ (Eisenbahn).

Organization of the Railway Troops (c.1912)
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By 1917 there were more than 161 companies of railway construction troops and 137 railway traffic companies (including some 30 light railway traffic companies), 5 rail workmen battalions, 9 railway auxiliary battalions and 23 railway stores companies. As the war drew on, the reduced availability of rubber and petrol – due primarily to the effectiveness of the Royal Navy’s blockade of German ports – meant that the army’s use of motor transport was considerably constrained and strictly prioritized. Consequently the railway continued to be the army’s primary means of operational-level transportation wherever a rail service already existed or one could readily be provided (with horse-drawn transport and deployment on foot continuing to dominate movement at the tactical level). This inability to exploit the growing advances in motor technology reinforced the operational importance of the Feldeisenbahnwesen throughout the war, as well as maintaining and enhancing the traditional status and professional reputation of the army’s railway troops.

There were also several armoured trains (Panzerzüge) in German army service by 1917. These were generally much less sophisticated than their Russian and Austro-Hungarian counterparts, as well as being relatively few in number. At least one armoured train equipped with naval guns was used by the German garrison during its short-lived defence of Tsingtao in 1914. A British intelligence report232 in April 1918 suggested that no fewer than thirteen German armoured trains existed at that time, although this figure may well have included some of those used by the Austro-Hungarian forces, who had adopted the armoured train concept enthusiastically, as had the Russians. Where they were in service, German armoured trains operated primarily on the Eastern and Romanian fronts, although some improvised armed trains (fitted with a degree of armoured and sandbag protection) were employed to secure the rail lines of communication and supply through Belgium in 1914.233 However, Panzerzüge could only really be employed to best effect in mobile warfare and across the vast areas found on the Eastern Front, so the general staff’s somewhat lukewarm attitude to armoured trains was pragmatic. This reflected both the static nature of the war on the Western Front – always the general staff’s main operational priority – and the army’s several significant successes on the Eastern Front in 1916, which precipitated Russia’s removal from the war by the end of 1917 and the wholesale redeployment of German forces to the Western Front.

RAILWAY COMMAND, CONTROL AND ORGANIZATION IN WAR

Command of the railway services both within Germany and in the various theatres of operations was vested in the director of military railway services (Chef des Feldeisenbahnwesens) at OHL. However, within Germany the civil rail organization continued to provide the operating structure of the country’s railway lines, albeit that this was under overall military control exerted through 26 offices known as line commands (Linien-Kommandanturen). The Chef des Feldeisenbahnwesens directed rail operations through two general directorates (Militär-General-Direktionen, or MGD): one for the western theatre of operations (covering all rail and inland waterways movement in occupied France and Belgium) and one for that in the east. He also exerted his authority over military rail movement and services through a transport department controlling railway operations in the south-eastern theatre and the railway department of the ministry of war in Berlin (which oversaw the 26 Linien-Kommandanturen dealing with rail movement within Germany).

MGDs were established with a number of staff branches capable of directing and supporting the railway perspectives of any military operation, as well as dealing day-to-day with a multiplicity of subjects. These included internal budgets and finance, railway construction, movement control (including signalling, timetables, stations and train precedence and prioritization), technical and mechanical issues (including the procurement, allocation, marking, disinfecting and repair of locomotives and rolling stock), tickets and passes, customs and freight regulations, and medical matters affecting rail movement. The Linien-Kommandanturen comprised locomotive offices (Maschinenämter), traffic operating offices (Betriebsämter), transportation traffic offices (Verkehrsämter) and a number of independent traffic and rail construction units. Recognizing the breadth of the MGD area and responsibilities, both of the MGDs and the south-eastern theatre rail transport department were subdivided into a total of ten military railway directorates (Militär-Eisenbahn-Direktionen, or MED) and (in the western theatre) three line commands. Each MED mirrored the staff functions of its parent MGD, while dealing with only part of the overall MGD area.

Every army-level headquarters and line-of-communication area or sector headquarters had a rail services officer (Bahn-Beauftragter) responsible (in the case of the western theatre of operations) directly to the MGD in Brussels rather than to the MED in whose sector the army was deployed. On behalf of the army, this officer provided a conduit for the passage and transmission of operational transport and movement support requests and directives to the rail and canal services in occupied Belgium and France, also overseeing and controlling the construction planning and work concerning the railways, canals, light railways234 and narrow-gauge trench tramways within that army’s operational area.

Rail Service MGDs, MEDs and Line Commands (1917)235
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Information (edited) drawn from Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, diagram p.126.

The detailed arrangements for carrying out the rail movement of formations below division level were organized locally, but where larger formations were to be moved the trigger for this would be orders issued by the office of the Chef des Feldeisenbahnwesens at OHL, specifying details of the formation to be moved, general areas for the starting point and the destination, and the commencement and completion date and time. Thereafter, the execution of the OHL instructions was left entirely to the appropriate MGD, MED and rail transport departments, who would also determine the specific entraining and de-training areas, loading and unloading points and stations. The MGD would also determine the precise composition of the trains required – cargo wagons, horse transport, flatbed wagons, passenger coaches and so on – and identify where this rolling stock was currently located, subsequently arranging its concentration at specified places by certain dates in order that the trains could be correctly configured prior to the main move. Divisions and their artillery moving within an operational theatre usually required between 40 and 45 trains, while inter-theatre moves needed 60 to 80 trains in order to provide a better level of accommodation for men and horses on a longer journey, and also because heavy artillery often accompanied divisions moving between theatres. For planning purposes, a division moving by rail within a theatre took four days to pass a point, and six to eight days when moving between theatres. A single unit moving from the Western Front to the Eastern Front took an average of 106 hours; however, a unit moving from east to west took 127 hours due to the requirement for these troops from the Eastern Front to be disinfected as soon as they reached Germany’s eastern border!236

The legendary standards of efficiency and punctuality for which the German military rail service became so well known were first established during the Franco-Prussian War and were replicated time and again through much of World War I. However, the initial mobilization and deployment in 1914 were followed by a period of some months during which rail traffic in occupied France and Belgium frequently ran rather less efficiently. This was due primarily to the disruption caused by and to normal rail traffic and a lack of timetables for those areas, with a consequent inability to schedule military trains to reflect their operational priority. During those first few months, trains were routinely despatched for a given destination but thereafter had to rely upon successive clearances of the line ahead being confirmed as they passed from station to station.

In 1915 the timetabling system used within Germany was superimposed upon that in the occupied territories, with journey times based upon an average baseline speed of 30 kilometres per hour. With this baseline in place, journey times and adjusted speeds for normal passenger, express, troop leave, supply, casualty evacuation, goods and other trains could be properly calculated, prioritized and scheduled. At the same time, routine troop trains carrying reinforcements or redeploying units could be slotted into the main timetable without disrupting the overall rail schedules. When major or short-notice troop movements occurred they were accommodated by simply cancelling any lower priority and civilian trains and filling their travel time slots with the troop trains. In order to minimize disruption and time lost through breakdowns, a number of breakdown or repair trains and repair wagons were positioned throughout MED areas of responsibility (MED I at Lille controlling nineteen such repair wagons in 1917),237 and when called to move in response to a breakdown these trains were allocated absolute priority on all lines.

The movement of goods was calculated and scheduled using tables showing the maximum haulage weight permitted for every class of locomotive and section of railway line; typically, a goods wagon carried up to fifteen tonnes, with a complete goods train hauling between 272 and a maximum of 655 tonnes of goods. The overall length of any train was limited by its total number of axles, with 110 being the maximum number permitted for all types. Trains carrying troops on an operational move usually comprised 40 to 60 wagons carrying personnel and horses. The composition of rail wagons for every different type of unit was clearly laid down so that standard trains appropriate to transport any given type and size of unit could be constituted with a minimum of additional instructions.

In the western theatre of operations, captured reports and timetables238 indicated that 95 per cent of goods or supply trains adhered to the 30 kilometres per hour speed limit, with a few travelling at 40. Speeds of 15 or 20 kilometres per hour were specified for some local or branch lines, while in 1915 express passenger traffic and troop leave trains ran at 80 kilometres per hour, this being later reduced to 70. By April 1917 the speed of these fast trains had been further reduced to between 50 and 60 kilometres per hour, although where Belgian rather than German locomotives were used a 45–60 kilometres per hour speed was specified. Where practicable, railway troops utilized the existing railway and signalling systems in an occupied territory, only changing or complementing these with German equipment where necessary.

THE MOTORIZED TRANSPORT SERVICE

Despite the development of petrol- and steam-powered motor transport during the early decades of the twentieth century, with the ever increasing efficiency and wider application of the internal combustion engine, the army was never able to realize the true potential of this capability. Certainly massive steam traction engines were used to haul heavy artillery pieces and mortars into position and for a host of similar heavy-duty haulage tasks, while the use of motor ambulances and petrol-driven staff cars was relatively commonplace. In 1914 more than 4,000 cars and lorries were immediately available to support the field army. However, the growing effectiveness of the Allied naval blockade meant that Germany was unable to import sufficient quantities of rubber and fuel oils to support an expansion of its military motor transport service on the large scale that might otherwise have been possible.239 Iron-shod wheels and steel tyres were increasingly substituted for rubber tyres – both solid rubber and pneumatic – on many motor vehicles after 1915, while alcohol, potato spirit and even wood were all used to various extents to enable a prioritization of the greater part of Germany’s dwindling stocks of mineral oils and petroleum products in favour of the navy’s submarines and the air service’s aircraft.

Although many motor vehicles were produced specifically for use by the army, as a matter of policy the mechanical transport troops (Kraftfahrtruppen) also relied heavily upon requisitioned civilian and captured vehicles to provide the lorries, tractors, cars and motorcycles that constituted its mechanical transport support in wartime. Foremost among the fifteen main manufacturers of purpose-built motor transport for the army were the Mercedes Daimler-Motoren Gesellschaft in Stuttgart, Benz at Mannheim, and the various motor vehicle plants of Ehrhardt, Bussing, Stoewer and Neue Automobil Gesellschaft (NAG). More than 12,000 staff cars were built for the army between 1914 and 1918, while the powerful four-ton, sixty-horsepower, general-purpose truck developed by NAG between 1909 and 1912 was later produced in large numbers not only by NAG but also by Daimler, Erhardt and Bussing, seeing extensive service throughout the war.240 The army’s pre-war motorized transport capability was complemented by a volunteer automobile corps (Freiwilligen Automobilkorps), which was formed in 1904 under the auspices of Germany’s national automobile club to provide competent drivers and roadworthy motor cars available to be called into military service in time of war. Membership of the Freiwilligen Automobilkorps was by invitation only and was restricted to German citizens, all of whom were armed, uniformed and required to fulfil up to 30 days of paid training annually in peacetime.

Before the war the Kraftfahrtruppen were but a small part of the army’s communication troops, consisting of a single mechanical transport battalion (Kraftfahr-Bataillon) of 21 officers (including 3 medical officers and paymasters) and 608 other ranks on 1 October 1913. A Saxon detachment of 3 officers and 73 other ranks and a Württemberg detachment of 2 officers and 36 other ranks served with the Berlin-based Kraftfahr-Bataillon, making a grand total of 26 officers and 717 other ranks. No Bavarian troops were included in the battalion.241 The battalion’s primary function was to train drivers for the wider army, and on mobilization most of its personnel were dispersed to fill posts in the field army’s motorized columns or trains. Prior to 1914 and until the end of 1916, overall responsibility for the professional standards and administrative control of the Kraftfahr-Bataillon rested with the inspector of military aircraft and mechanical transport services.

In December 1916 the Kraftfahrtruppen were separated from the air service and became a support service in their own right, being overseen by an inspectorate of mechanical transport services (Inspektion des Kraftfahrwesens) under the overall control of the inspector general of military communications. However, operational control of this service in the field army (including direct responsibility for the OHL mechanical transport park) and throughout the lines of communication, as well as within Germany itself, was exerted by the director of mechanical transport (Chef des Feldkraftfahrwesens), who was in turn directly responsible to the quartermaster general in the general staff.

Each army-level headquarters had a commander of mechanical transport troops (Kommandeur der Kraftfahrtruppen), supported by a staff of 5 officers and 27 other ranks. This headquarters staff directed the motor transport activities of the vehicles in their army’s transport park (Armee-Kraftwagenpark), which included an echelon unit holding cars and trucks (Kraftwagen-Staffel), a unit of postal trucks (Post-Kraftwagen-Park), a motorized ambulance detachment (Sanitäts-Kraftwagenabteilung), a heavy artillery tractor unit (Armee-Fußartillerie-Kraftzug-Park) and a motorcycle detachment (Kraftradfahrer-Abteilung). Farther to the rear each army also maintained a lines-of-communication motor transport park (Etappen-Kraftwagenpark). A certain number of motor trucks were organized as formed columns (or units) to support armies (Armee-Kraftwagenkolonnen) and the lines of communication (Etappen-Kraftwagen-Kolonnen). By the time that the Kraftfahrtruppen were restructured in 1916, the earlier practice of providing corps-level mechanical transport columns was replaced by the permanent re-allocation of these vehicles to divisions, forming divisional motorized columns (Divisions-Kraftwagen-Kolonne), each of six to twelve trucks. From 1916 these divisional motor transport columns appeared progressively in all of the army’s active, reserve, Ersatz and Landwehr divisions in every theatre of operations.

6. LOGISTICS AND SUPPLY

Two services were very directly involved in providing logistic support to the army and supplying it with the vast range and prodigious quantities of matériel it required to conduct operations. The first of these was the quasi-military intendant supply service (Intendantur), which was responsible for controlling, overseeing and administering all aspects of the supply system, dealing with everything from ammunition to bakeries, rations to tobacco, stationery to water. The second was the logistical service support organization (or ‘Train’ in the terminology of the time), which existed mainly as a cadre organization in peacetime. It then provided the personnel and (where applicable) horses and transport vehicles to fill and support the army’s supply columns and other supply units, field bakeries, field hospitals, remount depots, and veterinary, medical and mechanical transport units once mobilization was ordered. However, men provided by the Train in wartime were not qualified medical, veterinary or mechanical transport personnel, so their task was to complement and support the work of these specialists by filling the many non-specialist posts these particular units needed once mobilized but which were not normally required by them in peacetime.

THE TRAIN

In 1912 the Train was reorganized into two distinct branches: Train regiments and Train depots, dealing respectively with personnel and with matériel. This was the peacetime organization that existed until the army was mobilized in 1914. The total peacetime establishment of Train troops on 1 October 1913 was 674 officers (including 29 medical officers, 51 veterinary officers, and 75 paymasters and assistant paymasters), 2,469 non-commissioned officers and 8,492 other ranks, with 7,561 horses. In October 1913 there were 25 Train regiments, all of which had the cadre function described earlier and – once expanded on or immediately prior to mobilization – provided the manpower, horses and transport vehicles required to bring the army’s logistical supply and support units up to viable wartime strengths. Of the 25 Train regiments,242 19 were Prussian, 2 Saxon, 1 Württemberg and 3 Bavarian. Apart from a few exceptions,243 each regiment had a total established strength of 25 officers (including one medical officer, 2 veterinary officers, and 3 paymasters and assistant paymasters), 434 other ranks and 311 horses. The Prussian Train regiments were grouped into six Train commands (Berlin, Danzig, Posen, Hannover, Koblenz and Straßburg), under the overall control of the army’s inspector of Train in Berlin, who reported directly to the Kaiser. For administrative and disciplinary purposes, Train regiments and Train depots were allocated one per army corps (or military district) in peacetime. A Train depot inspector oversaw the Train depot organization and was responsible to the army’s master of the ordnance (Feldzeugmeister) for their day-to-day work and readiness for war.

The expanded and deployed Train services overlapped and supported the parallel transition to war carried out by the Intendantur organization, with Train personnel allocated throughout the army corps, line-of-communication units and specialist units.244

During the early war years the Train provided ammunition, supply, transport, bridging and bakery columns as parts of the corps and divisional Train units. These were organized into echelons (Staffeln) with one per corps and two per division, and a staff (Staffelstab) of five officers and fifteen other ranks established to supervise and control the columns within an echelon.

In light of the experience gained between 1914 and 1915, a major reorganization of the Train and its associated supply services took place early in 1916. While retaining or enhancing the overall levels of logistic support provided during 1914–15, this extended the echelon concept and reduced many of the direct affiliations between logistic units and specific corps and divisions, obviating an automatic (but disruptive) requirement for these units to relocate whenever a parent corps or division redeployed. Consequently from 1916 (particularly on the Western Front) many logistic units were more closely tied to operational areas and sectors, rather than to fighting formations, changing their command subordination rather than their physical location when these formations moved elsewhere within or beyond a theatre of operations. Now (on the Western Front) all horse-drawn ammunition, transport and supply columns were designated as sector units, grouped as echelons with an echelon staff element established at corps headquarters as well as for each divisional sector. At division level these staff elements typically administered four artillery columns, a supply column, a supply park, a field bakery column and a divisional bridging train, while at corps level the Train echelon staff would in addition administer a field abattoir, a field hospital and a veterinary hospital. Despite its reorganization at corps and divisional level, some parts of the pre-1916 role of the Train continued as before, including the provision of depot supply parks (Magazin-Fuhrpark-Kolonnen), auxiliary bakeries, medical stores depots and remount depots on the lines of communication. Some 200 auxiliary Magazin-Fuhrpark-Kolonnen existed in 1917, with a number of those on the Eastern Front being employed on agricultural and forestry tasks as well as the more usual transport and supply duties. The Magazin-Fuhrpark-Kolonnen were manned by personnel of the field Train companies (Feldtrainkompanien) and were established for 60 motor trucks, although this quantity of transport vehicles was not necessarily available in practice.



Typical Levels and Types of Train Support (1914–1915)
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By 1917 the use of motor transport to support the supply system had been considerably expanded, notwithstanding the difficulties with fuel and tyres from 1915, as described earlier. Numbers of army-level motor transport columns were formed, supplementing, and to an extent replacing, horse-drawn cargo and transport wagons where practicable. Divisional motor transport columns were also established as a core part of a division’s support organization, remaining with that division even when it was redeployed and irrespective of the organizational policy change that affected most other logistics units from 1916.

TRANSPORT ECHELONS

The general regulations and procedures affecting the 1st and 2nd Line transport echelons and those of the Train permitted no unauthorized increase in the echelon size or the number of supply and forage wagons and other vehicles, as any such increase would change the column length and therefore affect the general staff’s standard planning parameters upon which the movement of all units and formations depended. The only exceptions to this rule were those approved and ordered by a headquarters for a specific operation, or by a commanding officer who might temporarily need to requisition transport for men unable to march or to convey essential matériel additional to that normally established for his unit.

Usually all of a unit’s transport echelons moved with the rest of the unit when contact with the enemy was not anticipated. Sometimes bodies of marching troops might be interspersed with groups of echelon wagons, although this practice was avoided if possible. When contact was likely, however, the 1st Line transport would remain with the unit and follow its move forward into action, providing immediate support for it as necessary. In the meantime, the 2nd Line transport would maintain its position within the division’s overall order of march while continuing to move forward towards the battle, along with the other 2nd Line transport echelons and divisional units. In the case of a withdrawal, the echelon transport preceded its parent unit, but during a flanking move these wagons and vehicles deployed parallel to the supported unit, moving on the side farthest from the enemy.

Additional rules and procedures affected the Train and the artillery’s ammunition columns, their precise composition reflecting the operational situation and the constant need to provide logistical and other support as speedily and effectively as possible. In particular the provision of ammunition had the highest priority and was always directed and controlled by the general staff. However, the correct deployment of field hospitals and some other specialist units within the echelons was also often absolutely critical to operational success. Where fighting was imminent, it was quite normal for part of a field hospital, together with the ammunition columns or half-columns that were all usually found in the 2nd Line transport echelon, to be ordered ahead of that echelon, or even to close up behind the troops in contact, in order to provide additional ammunition resupply, casualty treatment and other logistical support as necessary.

THE SUPPLY SERVICE

At its higher levels, the military supply service (Intendantur) was manned predominantly by military officials (Militärbeamte) rather than military officers. These semi-military professional administrative and logistical personnel were an indispensable and well-recognized part of the army in peace and war, routinely working alongside and within the army’s formations, units and headquarters on a day-to-day basis. In the peacetime Intendantur, higher-grade Militärbeamte would usually be suitably qualified reserve officers, retired officers, legally qualified counsellors, or serving officers with at least six years’ service. The lower grades of Militärbeamte were found mainly from soldiers who had achieved a first-class final school certificate and non-commissioned officers with at least twelve years’ service and an exemplary army record. Meanwhile, the Intendantur clerical staff were usually soldiers who possessed the requisite civilian skills or clerical qualifications. The specialized and intellectually demanding nature of much of the work carried out by the Intendantur was reflected by both the number and scope of courses and examinations that its personnel were required to undergo, as well as by prospective Militärbeamte having to complete a probationary period of service to the satisfaction of the organization.

In peacetime, the Intendantur was controlled by the army’s administration department within the war ministry in Berlin, its authority exerted downwards through the army-corps or military districts, where a corps official (Korps-Intendant) was a member of the headquarters staff, reporting in the first instance to his corps commander but also with an established administrative chain of command back to the ministry of war. Each division headquarters also had an Intendantur administrative official.

Within a military district or corps area in Germany, the staff supporting the Korps-Intendant was organized into six sub-branches, sections or detachments, dealing with a host of matters necessary to support the army’s day-to-day needs in peacetime:


• Finance (Kassen-Abteilung), including general accounting work and budget estimates.

• Supply (Verpflegungs-Abteilung), including the purchase, administration and supervision of rations, forage, supply depots, field bakeries, supply offices and industrial factories and facilities.

• Clothing (Bekleidungs-Abteilung), including the supervision of the work carried out in the corps or military district and regimental tailoring shops.

• Garrison Administration (Garnisonverwaltungs-Abteilung), which was an important and high-profile staff section responsible for the acquisition and administration of land, stores and all other materials required to support the housing of troops. Although the actual construction of barracks was carried out by civilian contractors, the planning and contractual process was conducted by a barrack construction department or service (Garnison-Bauwesen), which was part of the Garnisonverwaltungs-Abteilung. The civilian construction work was supervised by military construction service officials. (Fortification construction was not an Intendantur staff responsibility, apart from dealing with any associated supply matters as necessary.)

• Hospitals (Lazarett-Abteilung), including the direction and supervision of these, which typically involved the section in various administrative matters and non-specialist-medical policy and personnel matters.

• The army-corps or military district pay office.


Following a general mobilization, the Intendantur needed to maintain a level of support for the military districts and at the same time to support the field army. After mobilization, the support and replacement organization in the military districts within Germany were in any case an essential extension of the expanded Intendantur that now reached outwards across the country’s borders. Accordingly, when mobilization was ordered, deputy Intendantur officials (Stellvertretende Intendanten) assumed the role formerly carried out by the Korps-Intendanten in peacetime, thus allowing the latter to accompany the deployed formations of the field army to their theatres of operations. Once at war, the entire supply service of the army – both within Germany and throughout the field army – was controlled by the intendant general (General-Intendant des Feldheeres), who was directly responsible to the quartermaster general (Generalquartiermeister) of the general staff, who was in turn responsible to the chief of the army general staff. Army-level headquarters each had an Intendant who was directly responsible to that army’s chief of staff but also directly to the General-Intendant des Feldheeres for administrative matters and the management of his financial accounts. The Korps-Intendanten deployed with his corps, leaving the Stellvertretender to deal with Intendantur matters in the military district vacated by the corps (which retained a significant military presence), while at divisional level a field administrative staff (Feldintendantur) controlled the division’s supply office (Feld-Proviantamt). A Feld-Proviantamt was usually established at the corps’ railhead and at any divisional railheads (Ausgabestellen) to manage the receipt of combat supplies – primarily ammunition – directly from the army’s main lines-of-communication supply depots.

The army-level Intendant was responsible for ensuring an adequate and uninterrupted flow of supplies to his own army, with any existing industrial, agricultural, or other civilian resources in the army’s operational area also being identified and fully utilized, including the exploitation of captured weapons, vehicles or other military matériel. A particular priority for the army Intendant was overseeing the supply of ammunition for the infantry and artillery, which included maintaining adequate stocks at ammunition depots in the army’s rear area. Within an army headquarters, the Intendant was supported by the Militärbeamte of staff branch IV, which comprised three sections or sub-branches IV(a) to (c), also with close involvement with general staff branch I(d), which was responsible for the supply of ammunition. Intendantur section IV(a) dealt with administration, rations, clothing, pay and allowances, requisitions and local contributions, food prices and postal services (Feldpost). It was also responsible for the challenging task of managing relations with a potentially hostile civilian population in what would usually be German-occupied territory. Section IV(b) dealt with medical services and anti-gas protective measures. Section IV(c) (which was sometimes designated IV(d) or V) dealt with veterinary services.

As the conflict drew on, the Train echelon staff with that of the Intendantur became increasingly involved in the business of exploiting any local resources in occupied territories and with administering the civilian population in, and close to, the forward combat area. In such areas a town major (Ortskommandantur) was usually found from the echelon staff to exercise military control over villages and small towns. An important part of his duties was to deal with the echelon staff, together temporarily creating economic companies (Wirtschaftskompanien), draught-horse columns (Landespferdekolonnen) and harvesting companies (Erntekompanien) to exploit the economic and agricultural resources of the occupied village or town when required, but regularly at harvest time. (The general staff’s policies for administering occupied territory and the way in which the army did so is dealt with in more detail in Part VIII.)

At corps level, the Korps-Intendant controlled and had responsibility for all supply aspects of his corps, both within the corps area and rearwards along its lines of communication, as well as supervising directly the administration of any supply units in the corps area. The divisional Feldintendantur, pay, supply and bakery offices were also directly controlled by the Korps-Intendant.

Much of the responsibility for managing supply matters was removed from the lower levels of command by the Feldintendantur (for example, infantry battalion paymasters (Zahlmeister) were responsible directly to their division’s Feldindantur), although at infantry regiment headquarters a transport officer (Bagage-Führer) was responsible for the unit’s transport, while each infantry battalion245 had a supply officer (Verpflegungsoffizier) appointed by the regiment, whose main duty concerned the drawing and issuing of rations. These battalion-level Verfegungs-Offiziere were often assisted by one or more NCOs.

The military postal system was an Intendantur responsibility, and a chain of field post offices (Feldpost) supported the army at all levels of command above unit level. Soldiers were entitled to send mail free of charge in wartime, with all mail sent through the Feldpost required to bear an official unit stamp, showing the sender’s unit address, his sub-unit and field post office number. Since 1872, various commercially produced Feldpost labels (Soldatenbriefmarken) had been available for sale by newsagents to the relatives of serving soldiers to assist the official process of sending mail to these men, but during the war such labels were almost entirely supplanted by unit address hand stamps and letter-authorizing hand stamps (which usually included the posting date). Although the basic information shown on these official Feldpost stamps was more or less common to all, no standard army-wide design was mandated, with the result that units and even sub-units (i.e., companies, batteries and squadrons) had to design and obtain their own. Consequently, hundreds of different patterns of Feldpost hand stamps were in daily use between 1914 and 1918.

Within a unit such as a battalion or regiment, a junior officer was routinely tasked with overseeing and coordinating the collection and distribution of that unit’s mail (including ensuring that outgoing items had been properly hand stamped). A unit postal orderly (Postholer) was responsible for the physical collection of the mail and then (once it had been processed at the unit headquarters) for its consolidation and onward dispatch. Once the mail left the unit it entered the main Feldpost system at the divisional field post office. Unless ordered otherwise, mail censorship was apparently carried out randomly and fairly infrequently, this action being conducted by officers or Militärbeamte Feldpost officials at army-corps and division level. Once processed, mail that had been examined and passed was stamped or labelled ‘Geprüft’ by the censoring authority.246

RATIONS AND FORAGE

The standard rations carried and consumed on a daily basis by troops actively engaged in operations were of two types: a field service ration (Kriegsportion) and an iron ration (Eisener Bestand). The two types of forage rations for draught horses and non-draught horses were similarly categorized. The quantities of rations for men and horses of different types of unit, and where they were carried or held in the supply system, were set down by the general staff in considerable detail before the war.247 In addition to the rations and forage carried by individual soldiers or held at regimental level, five days’ rations and three days’ forage were held in supply columns and parks for corps and cavalry half-divisions.

Similarly, the precise composition and weights of an iron ration and a field service ration were specified by the general staff. The soldier’s iron ration contained 250 grams of biscuit, 200 grams of preserved meat or 160 grams of bacon, 150 grams of preserved vegetables, 25 grams of coffee, 25 grams of salt, and 100 grams of packing material, making a total weight of up to 750 grams. The contents of the field service ration was somewhat more varied, being based upon a mix of bread, meat, vegetables and grocery items. The bread portion was 750 grams of bread or 400 grams of egg biscuit or 500 grams of field biscuit. The meat portion might be 375 grams of fresh or frozen meat or 200 grams of preserved meat. The vegetables could include 125–250 grams of fresh vegetables or 1,500 grams of potatoes or 60 grams of dried vegetables or 600 grams of mixed potatoes and dried vegetables. The grocery element usually included 25 grams of coffee or 3 grams of tea, plus 20 grams of sugar and 25 grams of salt. Several of these peacetime quantities were reduced during the war, especially once the impact of the Royal Navy’s blockade began to have an effect from 1915. For example, increasing shortages of fresh meat meant that by December 1915 the fresh meat ration had been reduced to 350 grams, and again to 288 grams in June 1916 – at which time a policy of no meat being issued for one day each week was also implemented. In October 1916 the fresh meat ration for the fighting troops was further reduced to just 250 grams per day, although non-combat troops such as members of the staff and of logistic support units were already receiving only 200 grams of fresh meat by late June 1916. The preserved meat portion also suffered, being reduced from 200 grams in 1914 to 150 grams by late 1916. The amount of the bread ration in 1917 remained constant at 750 grams, as did that of potatoes and vegetables and most grocery items, although sugar was reduced to 17 grams from 20 in October 1916, while a 65-grams butter ration had been added by that stage. When advised by medical officers – in cold or wet weather conditions for example, or just before or after a particularly traumatic period of combat – local commanders could direct the daily food ration to be supplemented with an issue of 0.12 litres of spirits (brandy, rum or arrack), 0.25 litres of wine and/or 0.50 litres of beer. Tobacco was also issued daily, either as two cigars and two cigarettes, or 28 grams of pipe tobacco, or 25 grams of plug tobacco, or 6 grams of snuff.



Distribution of Daily Rations per Man and Forage per Horse (1914)
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Although the daily ration amounts officially applied to all theatres, a degree of flexibility was unavoidable in order to accommodate local circumstances and needs. For example, troops on the Western Front moving into the forward trench lines usually took with them at least five days’ rations rather than the standard two mandated by the general staff, with these rations made up of any types (field service and/or iron rations) as available. Once in the line, food could be heated using small, metal, solid-fuel cookers, although whenever possible hot food was also prepared in bulk at field kitchens farther to the rear and then brought forward in double-skinned, clamp-sealing, metal vacuum containers (fitted with rucksack-style shoulder straps for ease of carrying) and coffee flasks. The field kitchen was a horse-drawn limbered wagon mounting two cooking boilers and capable of producing sufficient hot food (typically a stew or soup) for an infantry company. As the army marched into Belgium in 1914, New York World correspondent Alexander Powell witnessed ‘Field kitchens with smoke pouring from their stove-pipe funnels rumbled down the lines, serving steaming soup and coffee to the marching men, who held out tin cups and had them filled without once breaking step.’248

Providing rations for consumption by the troops was of course just part of the supply service’s wider feeding responsibilities, as the army also relied heavily upon many thousands of horses, draught horses and pack horses to haul guns and wagons, carry officers and cavalrymen, and transport all sorts of stores and equipment, with each and every one of these animals needing to be fed daily. The daily amount of an iron ration for a horse, as mandated by the general staff, was 6 kilograms of oats, with heavy draught horses receiving 19 kilograms. However, the usual forage ration (equivalent to a soldier’s field service ration) for a horse was 2.5 kilograms of hay, 6 kilograms of oats and 1.5 kilograms of straw, while for a draught horse it was respectively 7.5, 12, and 3 kilograms of these items.

WATER

By 1917, drinking water in the western theatre of operations was generally provided to the troops as bottled mineral water or in large containers of potable or sterilized water. An infantryman moving into the forward trenches would normally have two full water bottles or a single large tin container of water for his use. Water was always a high priority throughout the war, and the army took extensive steps to ensure adequate supplies to its troops. It was forced to modify the pipeline arrangements used from 1914 to mid-1916 in order to provide a more flexible and less vulnerable water supply system.

Widely in France and Belgium most water sources were unfit for human consumption unless boiled or otherwise sterilized. This was due not only to mounting levels of contamination since 1914 caused by diseases, quicklime, acids and other chemicals (from munitions and smoke generators), fuel and lubricating oils, decomposing human and animal corpses, rusting iron, and all kinds of human waste and rubbish – with poison gases an added toxic contaminant from 1915 – but also because much of the water drawn from rural sources and in many of the smaller towns and villages in central and northern France had for many decades been of poor quality or entirely unfit for human consumption. Accordingly, once the advance ground to a halt and the front lines became more or less stabilized, the army laid pipelines from existing water mains and water-pumping and treatment centres into the forward area. Most of these pipelines terminated in occupied villages close behind the front, although some were brought forward into the third or support line of trenches. Pipelines utilizing the existing water mains were supplemented by drilling or constructing new wells, reservoirs and pumping stations, and by using the liquid-storage facilities of French breweries and sugar factories to hold large quantities of drinking water in reserve. Many of these fixed pipelines and other water storage arrangements were destroyed by the Allied bombardment supporting the July 1916 Somme offensive. With little opportunity to repair or replace these, the army subsequently chose mainly to provide bottled mineral water to its troops on the Western Front, using existing mineral water plants or establishing new ones in the rear area, and then storing large quantities of this bottled water close behind the forward trenches.

AMMUNITION

Of the three main categories of combat supplies, the general staff accorded the highest priority to the supply, storage and replenishment of ammunition. Whereas supplies of food and water might be acquired locally, or even forgone temporarily, the ready availability of adequate quantities of ammunition was essential for the conduct of any operation and could not be sourced locally. As with the other parts of the Train and Intendantur services, the means by which ammunition was supplied underwent several changes during the course of the war, benefiting from experience gained and in order to match the more static or sector-operating concept adopted by the wider logistics system and organization on the Western Front from 1916.

At the strategic level, ammunition allocation and supply policies and their implementation were determined, controlled and overseen directly by the general staff at OHL. On the Eastern Front this responsibility was delegated to a director of ammunition supply (Chef des Feldmunitionswesens beim Oberfehlshaber Ost). On the Western Front each army group headquarters had an ammunition information officer (Munitions-Nachrichten-Offizier), whose somewhat ambiguous title reflected a reporting rather an executive function at that level. At corps or group headquarters and within divisions, ammunition supply was a general staff responsibility, being dealt with by the operations staff in staff section I(d). Although this task also involved the Intendantur and Train staff extensively, responsibility for the supply of this particular commodity always remained with the general staff and therefore with the headquarters chief of staff at every level of command.

The army’s principal theatre-level ammunition distribution centres (Munitions-Vermittlungsstellen) in late 1917 were at Charleville-Mézières in France, Bucharest in Romania and Üsküb in Macedonia. Reserves of all types of munitions were held at depots in the rear areas of every theatre, and where practicable artillery and infantry munitions were stored separately. These dumps or depots were manned by a permanent staff that included ammunition technicians to monitor, maintain and, where necessary, prepare ammunition for its onward journey and use. In the forward areas, special detachments of personnel (Park-Kommandos) were established as necessary to operate and supervise forward ammunition depots, railheads and distribution points, while sector-level echelon staffs (Staffelstäbe) supervised the forward movement of ammunition by ammunition columns.

Virtually all ammunition was initially moved forward by rail, and in May 1917 the general staff confirmed its broad policy for managing this rail movement. It directed that ammunition at corps or group level should not be held on railway trains but was immediately to be offloaded and distributed to depots and dumps; this ammunition would usually arrive in a corps or group area on trains allocated and controlled at army group and army level. However, the stocks of reserve ammunition held at army group and army level had to be sufficiently mobile for them to be moved rapidly to any sector under threat or where ammunition expenditure had been unexpectedly high, and it was therefore accepted that this might involve holding stocks either in railway wagons or (if rail capacity was inadequate or unavailable) on motorized transport. Apart from these specific reserve stocks, ammunition was to be ground-dumped due to its vulnerability to attack and potential deterioration while stored for long periods on railway trains or motor transport – as well as to the fact that, while loaded with ammunition, trains and trucks could not be used for other purposes.

Ammunition for the infantry and the artillery was held at the 1st Line level in columns ready to replenish the ammunition carried by infantryman and artillery gun crews. While the quantities of infantry ammunition required to sustain the divisions were always huge, there is little doubt that the very many different calibres, types and considerable weights of artillery shells – and the insatiable demand from the gun batteries for these munitions – usually presented the artillery ammunition supply organization with the greater and more complex challenge.

Within infantry regiments, the battalions’ 1st Line ammunition was held in and transported by four small-arms ammunition wagons (Kompanie-Patronen-Wagen), with one wagon carrying 14,400 rounds allocated to each infantry company. At division level, two infantry ammunition columns supplied this ammunition, being organized with 23 (the 1st column) or 34 (the 2nd column) small-arms ammunition wagons, 2 stores wagons, one field forge, and one field kitchen. Until April 1916 the wagons were six-horsed in one column and four-horsed in the other, but both were then standardized as four-horsed wagon columns.

In the artillery, 1st Line ammunition stocks were dumped at or close to battery positions whenever possible in order to maximize the amounts of ammunition immediately available to the gunners, especially where a defensive battle or a planned offensive was being supported. These dumps were usually dispersed in a number of small dugouts close to the gun lines and at any reserve or alternative battery positions. By dispersing these small amounts of ammunition there was less risk of losing a large quantity of ammunition to an Allied bombardment, while at the same time a battery could expect to find some ammunition already in place when it redeployed. In May 1917, the Western Front Army Group (First, Third, Fifth and Seventh Armies) commanded by Prince Rupprecht, the Crown Prince of Germany, directed that each of these forward artillery dumps should not hold more than 120 light-, 60 medium-, or 30 heavy-calibre shells. However, problems with replenishing ammunition in the forward area sometimes resulted in as many as 6,000 shells being dumped in and around a battery position. Gas munitions were the only type that were not usually forward-dumped. This was due primarily to the potentially disastrous consequences for any troops in the area of an Allied bombardment striking a gas-shell dump; also because the use of such munitions was always pre-planned, which allowed them to be brought forward just before they were needed.

The total amount of ammunition that an army-level headquarters required to be dumped for its forward artillery batteries depended upon the operational situation and therefore varied considerably during the course of the war. A comparison between actual ammunition expenditure in July 1916 and May 1917 and the stocks of forward-dumped ammunition mandated by the staff for those months reveals a significant underestimation of the required amounts of some types of artillery ammunition.249 During the same intervening ten-month period, the three-day stock targets set by the general staff for batteries actively engaged was reduced by about one-third for batteries in less active sectors. Nevertheless (and with the precise numbers necessarily depending upon operational circumstances) a field artillery battery usually had available about 135 rounds per gun, these being carried in its battery gun limbers, wagons and wagon limbers, while a field howitzer battery had about 88 rounds for each of its light howitzers.

Prior to 1917, the 1st Line ammunition for field artillery units was carried by a light ammunition column comprising 24 four-horsed wagons carrying 2,160 shells, one four-horsed stores wagon and a two-horsed field kitchen. The column operated in three sections, being designed to support the typical three-battery field artillery Abteilung of which it was a part, until the reorganization of the Train and supply services in 1917. Henceforward the columns were grouped as Train echelons allocated to specific division and corps sectors. In the battery area, when the terrain or approach routes might be impassable for wheeled transport or gun limbers, field artillery ammunition was sometimes carried forward to the gun lines by the battery horses. One horse could carry up to 110 kilograms of ammunition configured as either twelve field gun shells in four panniers or six light field howitzer shells in three panniers (with one lashed on to the top of the saddle).

The horse artillery Abteilungen that supported the army’s eleven cavalry divisions when they went to war in 1914 were accompanied by light ammunition columns (leichte Munitionskolonnen), which had fourteen four-horsed ammunition wagons, seven small-arms ammunition wagons, one supply wagon, a stores wagon, two forage wagons and a field kitchen. The diminishing role of the cavalry and the progressive demise of its remaining division-level commands after 1915 (apart from those on the Eastern Front) were reflected in a reduction and reallocation of these artillery units and supply columns, so that by the time the wider reorganization of the supply service and Train took place in 1917 very few leichte Munitionskolonnen still existed.

In the foot artillery, an ammunition column supported each horse-drawn battery. This column included twelve four-horsed ammunition wagons, one stores wagon, one forage wagon and a field forge wagon. Where heavy artillery ammunition was to be carried, motor transport was often employed for the task.



Artillery Ammunition Expenditure and Staff Targets for 1st-Line Dumped Stocks of Batteries Engaged in Defensive Operations in 1916 and 1917
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Finally, at division level there were three or four artillery ammunition columns (Munitionskolonnen), providing one column to support each field artillery Abteilung in the division. One of these columns was a field howitzer ammunition column (Feldhaubitze-Munitionskolonne). An artillery ammunition column comprised 21 four-horsed ammunition wagons, 2 four-horsed stores wagons and a two-horsed field kitchen. However, at the beginning of 1917 these columns were reorganized, together with the artillery’s light columns, and merged into new pattern ammunition columns (Munitions-Kolonnen n/A), becoming part of the more centralized and echeloned Train and supply system tied to sectors rather than to specific units or formations.

7. MEDICAL

The peacetime organization of the army medical service as at 1 October 1913 provided coverage of all parts of the army with 2,480 medical officers (Sanitätsoffizier) and 5,043 warrant officers, senior and junior non-commissioned officers and other ranks distributed throughout the army corps or military districts in Germany. Central control of the service was the responsibility of a director general (Generalstabsarzt) based in Berlin, who was also director of the army’s medical school and head of the war ministry’s medical section. Reporting to the Generalstabsarzt were five medical inspectors (Obergeneralarzt und Sanitäts-Inspekteur), each of whom bore responsibility for the medical services of three or four army-corps areas.250 These arrangements applied to all the Prussian corps areas or military districts. However, in line with their policy for various other military services in peacetime, the war ministries of Saxony (XII and XIX Corps), Württemberg (XIII Corps) and Bavaria (I, II and III Bavarian Corps) retained control of medical inspections and the standardization of medical training and procedures in their own corps areas. Following a familiar organizational pattern, each army corps and division had a principal medical officer, respectively the Korpsarzt and Divisionsarzt. The Korpsarzt had a wider administrative remit in peacetime than in war, for in addition to his more direct responsibilities to the corps commander he was also the principal medical officer for a large military district, which involved his office (the Sanitäts-Amt) at corps headquarters dealing with the active army, the reserves, the Landwehr, the Landsturm and with any volunteer medical support within that district. Below corps level the Divisionsarzt was responsible for the administration of medical services within his division and for advising the division commander, while more junior medical officers served with units at regimental level and below. A range of permanent and temporary military hospitals supported the army garrisons and army manoeuvres as required, with the use of civilian hospitals generally avoided where practicable.251

In 1913, the army’s diverse range of medical service personnel included the corps of medical officers (Sanitäts-Offizierkorps), together with various categories of retired medical officers, medical students and one-year volunteer medical and surgical warrant officers (Sanitäts-Offizier-Diensttuer). In addition, suitably trained and qualified transferees from combat units (Sanitätsmannschaft) filled posts in the field medical units. Directly enlisted personnel (Militärkrankenwärter) were used primarily for employment as orderlies in the hospitals, while stretcher-bearers (Krankenträger) were found from within regiments.252 Lastly, the many pharmacists, quartermaster’s department staff and numbers of female nursing sisters serving in the various army hospitals were all members of the military medical services.

Once the country was at war, the field army’s medical service (Feldsanitätswesen) came into being. This was again under the control of a director general (Chef des Feldsanitätswesens) based at OHL, with overall responsibility for medical services within an operational theatre and on the lines of communication. At army level, there was a director of medical services (Armee-Arzt), while at corps and division levels respectively the Korpsarzt was a deputy director of medical services and the Divisionsarzt was assistant director of medical services. The specific grades of medical officers equated to combatant officer ranks.



Medical Officers: Grades and Typical Levels of Employment
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By 1917, after almost three years of war, the medical service had settled into an efficient and comprehensive system of treatment and evacuation that stretched from the front-line trenches right back to hospitals and convalescence in Germany itself. As soon as possible after a soldier was wounded he entered a comprehensive chain of assessment, treatment and evacuation designed to return him to active duty as soon as possible, either by dealing with his wounds in-theatre or in more serious cases by treatment, convalescence and recuperation in Germany. Soldiers who remained unfit for further active service – such as amputees and serious gas casualties – might yet continue to be employed by the army in suitable posts within Germany once their wounds or illness had been treated as effectively as possible. The medical organizations on the Eastern Front and in the southeast theatre of operations were on a smaller scale than that on the Western Front, although the broad principles and stages of assessment, treatment and evacuation were the same and therefore worked to a common standard irrespective of the level of command, sector or theatre involved. Only during the colonial campaigns – such as that fought by Generalmajor von Lettow-Vorbeck253 and his locally-enlisted native Schutztruppen for four years in German East Africa and Portuguese East Africa – was the system necessarily adapted to reflect the prevailing local conditions and climate, and the lack of any direct land evacuation routes to Germany. Pragmatically, in order to maintain operational effectiveness, the prevention and treatment of tropical diseases in these far-off places often attracted a higher priority than the arrangements to deal with battle casualties.

‘FRONT-LINE TO FATHERLAND’: THE MEDICAL EVACUATION SYSTEM ON THE WESTERN FRONT IN 1917

The German army’s medical services were extensive, many-faceted and (especially on the Western Front) benefited from an efficient and generally secure rearwards evacuation system once a casualty had moved clear of the forward battle area. These arrangements varied widely between theatres and even within theatres. In order to provide a comprehensive overview of as many aspects as possible of the medical evacuation and treatment system in the army’s principal theatre of operations – the Western Front – I have developed a semi-fictitious account of the medical treatment and evacuation of one ‘Gefreiter Walter Leider’ of the 15th ‘Prince Frederick of the Netherlands’ Infantry Regiment (Westphalian No. 2) of the 26th Infantry Brigade of the 13th Division.254 Although the account that follows is fictional, all of the actions and events portrayed in Leider’s story are drawn from a range of contemporary factual accounts, anecdotes and documents.

Imagine the scene in the German lines on the Western Front about midafternoon one day in late April 1917. For some five or six hours the day had been deceptively quiet in the forward trenches of a battalion of the 15th ‘Prince Frederick of the Netherlands’ Infantry Regiment (Westphalian No. 2), which was one of three regiments in the 26th Infantry Brigade of the 13th Division. The division had been in the line at Hill 304 opposing French forces in the Verdun sector since 10 October the previous year. Suddenly, a salvo of a dozen shells landed a few metres behind the trenches. This was an unpredictable but fairly frequent occurrence as the Allies sought to disrupt movement and routine administration by the Germans above ground by firing salvoes characterized by the artillery of both sides as ‘nuisance’ fire missions.

For Gefreiter Walter Leider the timing was unfortunate, as he had just exited his dugout in order to check on the company sentry posted in a well-protected emplacement further along the trench. Consequently, Leider was partially exposed to the series of explosions. As a result he was thrown violently sideways against the planking and tightly-interwoven branches used to revet and reinforce the trench wall, simultaneously feeling a sharp pain in his right leg and left side before collapsing on to the wooden boards at the base of the dugout. A shower of earth, bits of equipment and other debris fell on top of him, although his steel helmet protected his head. At first he felt little ongoing pain and for a moment thought he had escaped any serious injury. However, when he tried to stand he found that the lower half of his right leg was at a rather strange angle, while his left side was wet with blood soaking into his Feldgrau jacket. A tear in the cloth indicated all too clearly that a piece of shrapnel had hit him. At that moment an intense burning sensation manifested itself in his side accompanied by a severe stabbing pain in his leg, causing him to pass out.

The first soldiers to reach him, no more than five minutes later, were four of the battalion’s sixteen regimental stretcher-bearers (Krankenträger). Although these men were officially non-combatants and wore Red Cross armbands on their left upper arm, all were pragmatically armed with pistols for self-defence. Luckily for Leider, the company medical NCO (until May 1916 there were four of these men in the battalion, with one per company, but thereafter a fifth was added) had accompanied the stretcher-bearers, and it was he who quickly found the wound and applied pressure to it before tying a large field dressing over it. Leider was semi-conscious as he was placed on to the stretcher and borne back along a communication trench to the company medical aid post in an underground dugout. The aid post had space for four or five stretchers on the ground, that cleared area being flanked by makeshift shelves and cupboards stacked with quantities of dressings, rolls of bandages, iodine and other basic medical supplies. There, Leider’s dressing255 was briefly checked by one of the battalion’s two medical officers, who also strapped his legs together to immobilize what was clearly a break in the right one. Pain relief in the form of morphine was administered at that stage and shortly afterwards he was carried to the regimental aid post (Truppenverbandplatz) by battalion stretcher-bearers, moving along a network of communication trenches, tracks and pathways.

Now some distance away from the forward trenches, Leider was eventually carried down into the Truppenverbandplatz in the cellar of a once-substantial farmhouse, which had long ago been reduced to a ruin by Allied bombardments. However, the extensive cellar was well below ground and therefore still largely intact, with room for up to 30 wounded personnel (the usual maximum capacity) to be treated in relative safety. Electric cables and the power for lighting had been installed by the pioneer troops, although a variety of fuel-oil and acetylene lamps were still kept close at hand for emergency use, together with a stock of candles. Another important installation was a telephone link to regimental headquarters and other parts of the medical evacuation and supply chain, these telephone cables having been well dug-in by the signals troops despite the considerable time that this had taken. A cast-iron hand-pump outside in the former farmyard still provided water intermittently, although it was certainly non-potable and solely for emergency use, but only after extensive boiling or other sterilizing treatment. In a central part of the main room several trestle tables provided the medical officers with an opportunity to work on the stretcher cases, but usually only very minor surgical procedures would be carried out or were indeed possible. Along the walls rudimentary bunks and a few metal bedsteads afforded a degree of comfort to lightly wounded cases as well as to any off-duty aid post staff during quiet periods.

In other parts of the cellar were stores of medical and surgical equipment, antiseptics, analgesics and medicines including morphine and saline, together with anaesthetics such as chloroform and ether, some field rations, stocks of bottled drinking water and specially sterilized water, basic cooking and water-heating equipment, and various other essentials sufficient to sustain up to 30 soldiers and the aid post staff for up to five days if necessary. However, as a matter of policy, wounded soldiers were either treated and returned to the front line or stabilized (mitigating the effects of shock being a major priority), treated and prepared for movement rearwards as soon as possible once they had been assessed by one of the three medical officers usually found on duty at the regimental aid post. At regimental level, the only place at which patients might deliberately be detained for up to five days was a locally established inspection facility and in-patient ward (Ortskrankenstube) sited well to the rear of the regimental area, although this particular facility was not routinely established and depended to some extent upon the local availability of suitable and largely intact buildings and infrastructure, such as might be found in a village or large farm complex.

At the Truppenverbandplatz the bleeding from Leider’s wound had been more or less staunched, an anti-tetanus injection given, some cleaning with antiseptic carried out, pain relief administered, and the broken leg properly immobilized. None the less, it was already clear that Leider required a level of treatment – including surgery to deal with the shrapnel wound – well beyond that available at regimental level. Accordingly, he was again collected by stretcher-bearers, who were this time provided from the divisional bearer company (Sanitätskompanie) rather than from his own battalion or regiment. The stretcher used in this instance was fitted with two spoked wheels, enabling two men to manhandle it with relative ease, and so his onward journey was more comfortable and somewhat speedier than his initial extraction from the forward trenches. Most importantly, Leider’s wounds had been formally assessed at the Truppenverbandplatz, which resulted in two copies of a field medical assessment card (Wundzettel) having been attached to him.

The Wundzettel showed details of the soldier and his wound(s) with additional information subsequently being added by the various medical officers and doctors who treated him, showing key times, dates and places, wound diagnosis and treatment, hospital details and so on as he moved along the medical evacuation and treatment route. On each of the cards attached to Leider one of its two red margins had been torn off, which indicated that he was fit enough to be transported (transportfähig) by stretcher-bearer or ambulance. If he had been too badly wounded to be moved (nicht transportfähig) the card would have been left intact, while for walking wounded (Marschfähig) both of the red margins would be removed. These cards not only assisted the medical staff in prioritizing the movement of casualties but also reduced the likelihood of unwounded soldiers straggling back into the rear areas or prolonging their stay there while falsely claiming that they had been wounded.256

The Sanitätskompanie that had provided the two stretcher-bearers was in practice the divisional field ambulance, providing a range of medical and surgical facilities based upon a large 208-strong stretcher-bearer element, a casualty collection and ambulance vehicle rendezvous point (Wagenhalteplatz), a collecting point for those men who were lightly wounded (Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz), and a main dressing station (Hauptverbandplatz) detachment. The bearer company was commanded overall by an Oberstabsarzt, while its bearer element was organized as two sections of stretcher-bearers controlled by non-medical (usually Train) officers but who were under the direction of a senior medical officer (Stabsarzt) once allocated to a medical or casualty collection task. The main dressing station detachment comprised eight medical officers supported by some seventeen medical non-commissioned officers, although the precise numbers involved at the Hauptverbandplatz depended upon the local situation. Until 1916 there was one Sanitätskompanie per division, but by the end of that year the divisions on the Western Front were frequently supplemented by a second such company when necessary, with additional independent companies formed during 1917 for temporary allocation to divisions as required. For Leider and two other non-ambulatory cases, their departure from the Truppenverbandplatz in the hands of the Sanitätskompanie meant that their journeys by stretcher-bearer would soon end. Nevertheless, it was still necessary for him to be carried some 500 metres along cart tracks and a minor road before the welcome sight of one of the Sanitätskompanie ambulance wagons appeared ahead in the gathering evening darkness.

Once loaded on to the ambulance, a two-horsed vehicle with room for up to nine stretchers, it took no more than about 30 minutes to cover the 3,000 metres to the bearer company’s Wagenhalteplatz, where two of these horse-drawn wagons were based. There, the dressings of Leider and his wounded companions were quickly checked by another medical officer257 and all three were provided with a warm, sweetened drink (none of them having suffered stomach wounds) before being cross-loaded on to a motor ambulance for their onward journey rearwards. Now fully conscious and having benefited from his earlier emergency treatment, Leider saw that in addition to the two horse-drawn and one motor ambulance at the Wagenhalteplatz there were about twenty stretcher-bearers and other soldiers under the command of an NCO working at the Wagenhalteplatz (which was in reality a small emergency aid post). These soldiers were variously preparing to accompany the ambulances collecting or moving casualties, manning the post’s telephone link, offloading or collecting medical stores at an adjacent medical supplies dump, or fetching hot food and drinks for the wounded from a two-horsed field kitchen conveniently parked in a stand of trees nearby. Although it was not situated in buildings or cellars, the Wagenhalteplatz was fairly well protected from Allied observation and fire by being dug into several underground bunkers, with its parked ambulances backed into well excavated and heavily sandbagged bays, and further shielded from view by overlaid branches and light scrub. Leider knew it was lucky that he had been wounded late in the day, as the horse-drawn and motorized ambulance wagons generally moved forward only during the dark hours, and an earlier start to his evacuation might have resulted in a much longer journey by stretcher-bearer or his being detained much longer at the regimental aid post (Truppenverbandplatz). As the motor ambulance set off for the main dressing station, Leider saw a small group of walking wounded being formed into two ranks under an NCO, before being marched off along the same road to the main dressing station. Once at the Hauptverbandplatz – if they were not to remain in the theatre – these walking wounded would then march or be transported by horse-drawn wagon or motor vehicle to the lightly wounded collecting point (Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz) and thence to a railway station for their evacuation back to Germany.

The six-kilometre journey to the Hauptverbandplatz by motor ambulance took a little over 40 minutes, suffering a brief delay when an Allied reconnaissance aircraft was spotted in the distance, which caused the driver to seek cover temporarily at the edge of a wood. Soon, however, the vehicle joined a cobbled road into the large village in which the Hauptverbandplatz had been established. This facility had a considerable feeling of permanence, with a senior medical officer, two middle-grade medical officers and five junior medical officers working there, along with an allocation of Sanitätskompanie medical personnel, plus additional staff temporarily seconded from the regiments or field hospitals as required. A two-horsed water sterilizing wagon, a field kitchen, an operating room, a comprehensive stock of medical supplies, anaesthetic and other specialist equipment, reliable electric power and lighting all underlined the importance of the Hauptverbandplatz within the medical evacuation chain, as did its good telephone links to the various rear area hospitals, medical supply dumps and division headquarters.

On examination at the Hauptverbandplatz, it was found that Leider’s wound had started to bleed again and so it was decided that the shrapnel should be removed at that stage if possible, in order better to prepare him for movement to a field hospital. It was also decided that his leg should now be reset. Both operations were judged relatively risk-free and would be carried out under anaesthetic. It was now almost 24 hours since he had first been wounded. Fortunately, the shrapnel had not ruptured any vital organ and neither was the fracture compound, having occurred when Leider was thrown against the trench wall rather than being directly caused by the explosion. Accordingly, removing the main piece of shrapnel, sterilizing and dressing the area of the incision, and the straightforward procedure to set and splint Leider’s leg properly were all accomplished in less than an hour, although Leider did not fully recover from the anaesthetic until some 30 or 40 minutes later. The medical officer directed that he should remain at the Hauptverbandplatz until the following day before being removed to one of the division’s two field hospitals (Feldlazarette), where he was warned that further surgery might later be required in order to remove any yet undiscovered shrapnel fragments from his side. Alternatively, as he was sufficiently stable to be moved, he was also told that he might instead be transported directly to a clearing or war hospital (Kriegslazarett) in the corps rear area, there to await evacuation directly back to Germany.

To move its patients rearwards, the Hauptverbandplatz could call upon at least two motor ambulances and one motor bus, and so Leider anticipated a reasonably comfortable ride, although he hoped that the transport would not have the iron or steel tyres that had been fitted to some vehicles as a consequence of the army’s acute lack of rubber tyres for motor vehicles. Before he left the Hauptverbandplatz there was an opportunity for the medical staff to wash and properly delouse Leider, who had last had an opportunity to visit one of the division’s forward bathing and delousing stations more than two weeks previously.

There were two 200-bed Feldlazarette for each division area plus two more under corps headquarters direct control, although within the overall medical system the Feldlazarette were categorized as army-level units, being established semi-permanently within army sectors, usually within a village or other built-up area well served by roads and possibly by a rail link. The Feldlazarett could be split into two sections, which could operate independently if necessary. The principal function of these hospitals was to complement the main dressing stations by relieving the pressure upon them, while also carrying out more complex surgery and dealing with serious or particularly difficult cases. In addition they had the capacity to hold and continue to treat such cases if the patient’s condition meant that he could not be moved out of the theatre of operations. The Feldlazarett had all of the facilities and support infrastructure found at the main dressing stations but on a much larger scale. They were also established with an X-ray (Röntgen ray) capability,258 a dental surgery, and the specialist medical facilities to deal with gas victims and a range of infectious diseases. The total number and composition of its staff varied according to its location and particular role, but on the Western Front a Feldlazarett was usually manned by about 9 medical officers and qualified officials and 52 other ranks, supported by 29 horses and 9 vehicles (including one two-horsed ambulance wagon) – the total number of horses in the unit being reduced where motor vehicles were used. At this level of command the actual composition of motorized ambulance columns (Sanitäts-Kraftwagen-Kolonnen) varied considerably, with collections of suitable cars, trucks and buses of all types being concentrated and held in groups at towns, villages, factories or large farms. Good telephone communications from these Sanitäts-Kraftwagen-Kolonnen to the Feldlazarett, Kriegslazarett and movement control offices at railheads and stations were essential, as their vehicles and drivers were at immediate or short-notice call to move casualties as and whenever required.

As anticipated, Leider was transported directly to the corps Kriegslazarett – which had been established in an abandoned industrial complex – rather than to a Feldlazarett, although he was only at the Kriegslazarett for one day before being informed that an ambulance train (Lazarettzug) was scheduled to leave for Germany the following morning and that he would be one of a large number of casualties travelling on it. Leider therefore saw little of the Kriegslazarett but was none the less aware that it had considerable capacity to hold and treat large numbers of patients. There were 29 medical officers and medically qualified officials at the hospital, including a dentist and three pharmacists and about 95 other ranks, who together comprised the war hospital detachment (Kriegslazarettabteilung). While the Kriegslazaretten dealt primarily with wounded personnel, equivalent but separate hospitals (Seuchen-Lazarette) were also established at corps level to isolate and treat personnel suffering from infectious diseases without having to return them to Germany.

Leider’s journey from the Kriegslazarett to the railhead evacuation station was by motor ambulance convoy, and took about three hours on roads that were necessarily shared with numerous supply convoys, which included all sorts of horse-drawn wagons and motorized vehicles as well as sizeable bodies of marching troops. On the way, the ambulance convoy passed close to the army headquarters and for the final ten or twelve kilometres it ran part way alongside the railway track that stretched eastwards to Germany. However, the adjacent line was needed exclusively for the forward movement of ammunition and other vital supplies, so the army’s casualty entraining point had been established further east at a major railhead from which hospital trains could operate in relative safety. In this instance the railhead was about 25 kilometres away from the front-line.

Leider was now in the hands of the ambulance convoy detachment (Sanitäts-Kraftragenabteilung),259 an army-level lines-of-communication unit responsible for the movement and evacuation of casualties by road, rail and water. Staffed by 7 or 8 medical officers and at least 23 other ranks, the Sanitäts-Kraftragenabteilung could split into three sections to establish reception facilities, dressing stations and refreshment rooms at stations and railheads for processing the sick and wounded immediately prior to their entrainment. The detachment was also responsible for overseeing the actual care of these casualties until they entrained, also ensuring that the proper levels of medical staff and equipment were in place on an ambulance train before its departure. Another important task carried out by the Sanitäts-Kraftragenabteilung was supervising the refitting as ambulance trains (Lazarettzüge) of any empty trains that had previously been used to convey troops or other cargo to the forward area but were now due to return to Germany. The special equipment for these train conversions was drawn from medical service advanced depots on the lines of communication (Etappen-Sanitätsdepots) as required.

Although his splinted leg and recent surgery meant that he was still not categorized as walking wounded, Leider was now able to sit up to a limited extent and could therefore view the well-equipped train on to which he had been loaded. The Lazarettzug comprised 24 carriages, each one fitted out with twelve beds for non-ambulatory patients; a further such carriage provided accommodation for any wounded officers, being fitted with just eight beds. Leider did a quick calculation and realized that, with the train fully occupied, there was provision for no less than 296 non-ambulatory or stretcher cases on board. A further five carriages were provided for the 5 medical officers and 42 other ranks who normally accompanied the train, with these carriages including an administrative office and a dispensary. Essential medical supplies, equipment and baggage were carried in four wagons, with a further three wagons used to provide hot water for various purposes, including sterilizing equipment, washing, cooking and so on. In addition – and essential on what might prove a lengthy or disrupted journey – there were two kitchen wagons. As well as the fully scaled Lazarettzug on which Leider now found himself, the army also created auxiliary ambulance railway trains (Hilfslazarettzüge) from empty supply wagons when necessary, as well as from time to time using standard unconverted railway coaches (Krankenzüge) to convey less severe cases and walking wounded. Wherever possible, the army tried to achieve a minimum ratio of one medical officer and ten or twelve medical attendants per 100 wounded on a Lazarettzug or on board a hospital ship (Lazarettschiff) – which might include barges, river boats or ocean-going merchant vessels.

As the train sped eastwards, the flat farmland of northern France and Belgium soon gave way to the forested hills and valleys of the approaches to the Rhine. Despite several delays when the train was required to pause temporarily on a siding or to be re-routed via a branch line in order to allow the passage of trains conveying troops or essential war supplies to the front, the train crossed the Rhine on the second day. As the train crossed the rail bridge spanning that great river, many of the troops on board raised a cheer to mark the symbolism of the crossing and their return to the Fatherland, although for many it was but one milestone on a long and problematic road to recovery. Thirty-six hours later Leider and most of the other casualties who had travelled on the Lazarettzug were finally offloaded at the Westphalian town of Minden before being transported to a reserve hospital (Reserve-Lazarett) established in the town’s former garrison hospital, set close to the River Weser, which ran through the town.

During the weeks and months ahead Leider’s condition would be reassessed and any further surgery or other treatment carried out at the Reserve-Lazarett, before his release for a period of convalescent leave at home. If pronounced fit for further active service, Leider would probably be returned to the front, usually via the replacement battalion (Ersatz-Bataillon) at his regiment’s pre-war depot in the VII Corps military district. However, in the event of complications, or if not entirely recovered, he might be retained at the depot in a convalescent company (Genesungs-Kompanie), where he would be employed on light duties. Alternatively, he might be assigned to a separate company established to carry out routine garrison duties (Garnisonsverwendungsfähige) such as guards, light labouring, supervising Allied prisoners-of-war and similar tasks. Irrespective of his disposal, if not immediately returned to the front, Leider’s medical condition would continue to be assessed regularly in order to determine his future military employability.

8. VETERINARY

Despite the advances in mechanization and related technologies taking place during the early twentieth century, horses were still the army’s principal means of haulage and transportation in 1914. Notwithstanding a marked diminution of the more traditional role of the cavalry during the war years, the use of horses to haul all sorts of wagons, artillery, field kitchens, mobile command posts, field forges, ambulances, signalling equipment and a host of other tasks – with mules carrying the guns and equipment of mountain units – continued throughout the conflict. Although horses dominated the veterinary service’s work, the army also used dogs for message carrying, wire laying and security tasks, as well as employing a large number of carrier pigeons to pass written information. In addition, with animals providing an important source of fresh meat, the practical aspects of their welfare, transportation and slaughter inevitably affected the development of the army’s logistical planning and might therefore also impact upon its operational plans. Consequently, the military veterinary service was vital to maintaining the army’s operational capability, which meant that veterinary officers generally enjoyed a status comparable to that of the army’s medical officers.

On 1 October 1913 there were 832 veterinary officers of the veterinary corps (Veterinär-Offizier-Korps) and 33 veterinary surgeons under training (Unterveterinäre) at the military training school in Berlin or at the civilian facility in Dresden. At that time the distribution of these personnel was 3 per cavalry regiment (total 351) and field artillery regiment (total 315), one per foot artillery draught-horse section (total 32), 16 for the communication troops (Verkehrstruppen), 2 per Train battalion (total 50) and a total of 101 for instructor, inspector and staff posts. The wartime increase in the size of the Veterinär-Offizier-Korps was commensurate with that of the mobilized field army, drawing upon civilian and suitably qualified reserve officers and, where necessary, the part-trained Unterveterinäre (but whose allotted duties and responsibilities would take proper account of their actual level of training and experience).

The members of the army’s Veterinär-Offizier-Korps were very well qualified professionally and in respect of their exposure to the military aspects of their duties. In peacetime, a fully qualified military veterinary officer would have completed six months of full-time service with a mounted unit such as the cavalry or field artillery; then six months on a primarily practical training course at the ‘instructional forge’ (Lehrschmied) in Berlin, followed by three-and-a-half years at the military veterinary academy in Berlin. A veterinary officer’s training ended once he had successfully completed a final course of six months, which was split between the Lehrschmied and the veterinary academy in Berlin and was mainly practical in nature. The specific grades of veterinary staff were specific to their specialization, with veterinary officer titles equating to combatant officer ranks.

Control and supervision of the various parts and activities of the Veterinär-Korps in peacetime was exerted from the ministry of war through a dedicated inspector of the army veterinary service and via the inspector-general of the cavalry. Not surprisingly, senior staff officers of the cavalry were closely involved with the Veterinär-Offizier-Korps during the pre-war years. Once the army mobilized, a director general (Generalveterinär) oversaw the activities of the Veterinär-Offizier-Korps, and by 1917 a principal veterinary officer (Chefveterinär) had been appointed in the western, eastern and south-eastern theatres of operations, reporting directly to the Generalveterinär on all veterinary professional matters within those theatres.

In the field army, veterinary officers were attached to the headquarters or appropriate command element of their allocated formation or unit, serving as the commander’s principal adviser on the care and treatment of the command’s horses. At corps level there was a Korpsveterinär, while in divisions the veterinary horse hospital (Pferde-Lazarett) was managed by the Divisionsveterinär (usually an Oberstabsveterinär). As well as divisional veterinary hospitals there were veterinary hospitals at army and corps level and at the lines-of-communication remount depots (Etappen-Pferde-Depots). In wartime the larger veterinary officer presence at these rear area veterinary hospitals meant that properly supervised Unterveterinäre might be employed there safely and effectively while at the same time gaining valuable experience. At regimental headquarters a Regimentsveterinär was established, with various more junior veterinary officers (Oberveterinär and Veterinär) attached to cavalry squadrons and to each of the field artillery’s three-battery detachments (Abteilungen). As a matter of deliberate policy, the veterinary officer’s function was advisory rather than executive, and the actual decision for carrying out any veterinary recommendations or treatment affecting a unit’s horses was that of the unit commander alone. However, once the command decision had been made the responsibility and authority for implementing it passed directly to the veterinary officer.



Veterinary Officers: Grades and Typical Levels of Employment
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9. MILITARY POLICE

Before the war the army’s military police force was a paramilitary organization operating primarily as a territorial police force (Landgendarmerie) in support of the civil police in Germany. Its principal task was to maintain law and order, including dealing with civil disturbances if these escalated beyond the capability of the civil police to contain them. Command and control of the Landgendarmerie reflected the historical configuration of Germany and its distinct states and kingdoms, so that although its personnel were armed, organized as paramilitary units and responsible to the minister of war for their professional standards and disciplinary matters,260 their day-to-day duties, activities and administration in peacetime were the direct responsibility of the minister of the interior.

In the case of Prussia, the Landgendarmerie corps in 1913 was organized as twelve brigades, one per province, providing coverage of 54 districts with its 70 officers and 5,000 men, and with a special brigade serving in the potentially sensitive province of Alsace-Lorraine. In Bavaria, the Landgendarmerie headquarters and school were at Munich, with the 19 officers and 3,000 Bavarian Gendarmes serving in 8 detachments or groups, and 836 local bases or stations. The organization in Württemberg was controlled from Stuttgart, being deployed in three districts and called the Landjäger-Korps rather than the Landgendarmerie.

Prussian Landgendarmerie officers were generally former army officers who had retired prematurely (possibly due to ill health) and had subsequently completed a three-month course at the Gendarmerie school at Einbeck or Wohlau (Wolów). These officers were responsible for the professional standards and conduct of the units but were not in their operational chain of command, which remained exclusively a matter for the civil authorities. Ordinary members of the Prussian Landgendarmerie (the practices of which were largely mirrored by the equivalent organizations in the other German states) were drawn from army non-commissioned officers who had at least nine years’ service, were of exemplary character, had passed two entry exams and successfully completed a probationary period. Although they operated within the army’s military districts and were subject to military law, the members of the Landgendarmerie were responsible only to their own officers and not to local military commanders at any level.

In wartime the mobilized Landgendarmerie expanded to form the army’s military police force (Feldgendarmerie). As such it was still responsible for law and order and maintaining discipline, but in addition its members assumed wider policing and security duties in support of the army and its operations, not only in the military districts of Germany but also throughout the field army and the territories it occupied. Military policemen routinely patrolled the railway stations and trains to deter and apprehend deserters and absentees; this duty would sometimes be specifically focused upon the areas behind units or formations whose morale or discipline had been assessed as shaky, or more generally throughout an area of operations during the days before a major offensive. When the Landgendarmerie mobilized to form the Feldgendarmerie in 1914, any initial shortfall in its unit numbers was initially resolved by the pre-planned expedient of taking reserve non-commissioned officers from the cavalry into the organization. While reflecting the general staff’s pre-war belief that the wartime Feldgendarmerie would need to be predominantly a mounted corps, this ability to ride a horse subsequently proved much less important due to the actual nature of the conflict that emerged in 1914.

The special duties and disciplinary responsibilities of the Felgendarmerie were clearly identifiable and emphasized by a special white-metal gorget worn by its personnel while on duty. For Prussian Feldgendarmerie, the gorget bore centrally an embossed identification number (with the addition of a letter ‘R’ to indicate Feldgendarmerie personnel serving in a reserve corps) and a Roman numeral identifying the man’s parent unit, with a boss at each end of the gorget in the form of a Prussian eagle, to which the ends of the neck-chain were attached. Bavarian gorgets bore the state coat of arms and two retaining bosses in the form of lion’s heads, while those worn by Saxon and Württemberg Feldgendarmerie were emblazoned with the coats of arms of those two states. All these men were initially deployed as mounted detachments, but they also operated dismounted and routinely used other forms of transportation, including cars, motorcycles and bicycles. A corps had two detachments, the first of which policed the main corps area with a captain, a warrant officer and 60 men, while the second worked further to the rear, along the corps lines of communication, with a captain, a warrant officer and 21 policemen. Apart from the corps-level detachments, additional units of Feldgendarmerie were formed for OHL, army-level headquarters and elsewhere as necessary. Thirty-three companies of Felgendarmerie existed in August 1914, and these had increased in number to 115 companies by 1918.

In August 1914 a secret field police organization (Geheime Feldpolizei) was established to counter espionage and sabotage in the rear area and occupied territory, as well as investigating serious criminality within the army itself. Initially, each army-level headquarters had a Geheime Feldpolizei detachment comprising a Hauptmann and 6 policemen, but over time the number of policemen in a detachment was increased to as many as 80.


PART VIII
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FIELD TRAINING AND OPERATIONAL PROCEDURES

DURING THE COURSE OF THE WAR the army’s tactics and operational procedures were adapted to match the changing nature of the conflict, with measures specific to the several theatres of operations being adopted as appropriate. Perhaps the greatest changes were on the Western Front, where the primacy of the offensive in 1914 gave way to the enforced dominance of the defence for more than three years from 1915; a resumption of major offensive operations was not achieved again until March 1918, by which stage strategic factors eventually negated their ultimate impact. Nevertheless the army remained committed to conducting an aggressive defence where opportunities to carry this through could be created or presented themselves. Part II described the general staff’s reluctant acceptance of the stalemate on the Western Front and how this situation was consistently rationalized by its belief that – following the army’s failure to carry through the Schlieffen Plan to its intended conclusion – a strategic holding operation in the west had become inevitable in order to defeat or neutralize Russia in the east and thereby release the forces necessary to defeat the Anglo-French armies in the west. However, by 1918 the Allies in the west included the first significant deployment of US forces, while Germany’s own resources were already much diminished. Consequently, the situation and military balance of power that had existed in 1915 was greatly different by the time the army at last resumed the offensive in the west from March 1918.

Inevitably the ever-changing operational situation and the introduction of new and improved weapons, organizational developments such as the creation of the assault troops (Stoßtruppen) and the reduced significance of the pre-war cavalry divisions, and technological advances in areas such as aviation, communications and logistics, together precipitated numerous changes to tactics. Despite this, many of the basic principles on which the tactics employed at regimental level and below were based remained more or less constant throughout the conflict, with pre-war and continuation training of infantry units focused primarily upon the advance, protection on the move, the attack, defence, and patrolling. Although the significance of other arms and services – such as aviation – were taken into account as the war progressed, at the core of all tactical doctrine was the interaction and cooperation of the three principal combat arms: infantry, artillery and cavalry. No matter what the traditional precedence of these arms might be, there was no doubt that the infantry was the one that ultimately decided the outcome of battles and campaigns, but that it could only do so with the appropriate level and type of support provided by the artillery and cavalry.

The fundamental principle that an attack should always be met with a counterattack was immutable and remained so throughout the war, irrespective of the risks that such immediate and possibly premature action might involve. In offensive operations the overall aim of the attacking force was to envelop and outflank the opposing defenders, if necessary using reserves to extend the line and achieve this rather than using reserve units to reinforce or support the main attack directly. In theory, this operational concept could be applied – suitably adapted – at virtually any level of command, although it had particular application at the operational and division levels.

Significantly, defensive training usually emphasized the temporary nature of this sort of operation, which was usually presented as ‘outpost duties’ (Vorpostendienst) or similar, rather than the long-term holding of ground, although the realities of fighting on the Western Front from 1915 inevitably forced various changes to this approach. The German army training manual Infantry Drill Regulations Part II, circa 1912, illustrated the reservations of the high command for trench-digging in particular. Although the text concerns entrenching in the context of an attack, the final sentence encapsulates the German military ethos and could just as readily be applied to any operational activity.


In the attack, entrenching may be usefully employed in positions to which troops are temporarily confined in order to hold on to ground which has been gained. It must, however, not be forgotten that a gain of time is more valuable to the defender than to the attacker. Also, the difficulty of getting a well-entrenched skirmishing line to quit cover which has been laboriously constructed and to resume the advance under effective hostile fire, demands circumspection in the use of spade work in the attack. Considerations of cover must not be allowed to lessen the impulse to attack, nor in any way give a death blow to the spirit of the offensive.261


However, the army’s manual Field Engineering for all Arms, published in December 1911, included the statement that, ‘Troops of all arms will, in war, be confronted with tasks for the performance of which they will require a thorough knowledge of field engineering.’262 With the sort of warfare that would be experienced on the Western Front from 1915 quite unimaginable at that time, this text was both pragmatic and prophetic.

But whatever the merits and potential risks of the German army’s doctrinal approach to war-fighting and the straightforward principles and concepts upon which its operational procedures and tactics were founded, its great and undoubted strength was the fact that each and every soldier plainly understood these core axioms, what they implied and what was required of him, and had been thoroughly drilled in these matters time and again during extensive and regular periods of field training. By this means, the German army was imbued with an enduring offensive spirit that considerably pre-dated the outbreak of fighting in August 1914, strongly reinforced by the traditional devotion of every officer and soldier to the Kaiser and the Fatherland.

1. FIELD TRAINING

Before the war, field training followed a regular cycle over a twelve-month period beginning in October each year: basic skills were taught or refreshed up to company level during the first six months, followed by battalion-level field training in the spring, then regimental and divisional training and large-scale manoeuvres, culminating in the corps-level Kaisermanöver in the late summer. Each army-corps military district administered and utilized as required at least one large military field training area, where infantry, cavalry, artillery and pioneers, and the other supporting arms and services, could practise their tactical procedures, including firing all of the weapons with which they were equipped on ranges and designated field-firing areas. However, the annual Kaisermanöver could take place on extensive tracts of land virtually anywhere in Germany, with a suitably large area temporarily requisitioned by the general staff for the purpose.

These impressive annual displays of military might generally took the form of set-piece demonstrations rather than free-ranging tactical exercises. Sometimes, however, the incorporation, in whole or part, of one or more of the army’s permanent field training areas within an area designated for a Kaisermanöver would provide an opportunity for live firing and some free-play to be incorporated. These and other potentially more disruptive manoeuvres were more than could reasonably be carried out across the country’s non-military countryside and in its populated towns and villages. In 1914 there were 28 permanent training areas (Truppen-Übungs-Plätze) administered by army-corps military districts, including two extended artillery ranges (Fußartillerie-Schießplätze) allocated to the foot artillery specifically so that these particular units could fire their longer-range guns. As most recruit training depots were in or close to towns and cities, the 28 permanent pre-war field training areas complemented various smaller local training areas and small-arms ranges used to support the individual or basic training conducted by these depots, but whose scope was necessarily limited by their size and close proximity to populated areas.263



Permanent Training Areas and Ranges (1912)
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At some stage after 1912, Warthe (V Army Corps) and Orb (XVIII Army Corps) training areas were added, while the responsibility for Döberitz and Zossen passed to III Army Corps, for Neuhammer to V Army Corps, for Bitsch to XXI Army Corps, for Oberhofen to XIV Army Corps, and Zeihain to XII Army Corps.264 After 1914 the existing administrative facilities and camp sites at many of the Ubungs-Plätze expanded into permanent barracks with the necessary support infrastructure, and it was at these purpose-built camps (Lager) that many of the new divisions created during the war were formed and conducted their pre-deployment field training. These Lager rapidly grew into military townships such as Sennelager and Munsterlager, several of which subsequently survived into the following century.265 In addition, two major in-theatre infantry training depots and field training areas were established in German-occupied territory at Beverloo, where the Belgian army already had a training ground, and – until the Russian collapse in the autumn of 1917 – near Warsaw. These establishments or units were categorized as Infanterie-Ersatz-Truppen training organizations, producing appropriately trained replacement troops within the theatre of operations.
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Firing a Gew 98, kneeling position





2. MOVEMENT IN THE FIELD

The business of moving armies, corps, divisions and smaller all-arms forces efficiently from one place to another on roads and across country was complex, required detailed planning and coordination and invariably attracted a very high priority. The general staff expertise in this particular area had proved a battle winner immediately before and during the Franco-Prussian War and the procedures it had developed since 1871 had resulted in detailed and comprehensive policies and regulations for the expeditious movement and passage of men, horses, wagons, artillery and equipment during operations in the field.

As well as major moves conducted while not under an imminent direct or possible enemy threat, troop deployments could also include the movement of troops into position prior to taking offensive action. Although an attack might be launched from a concentration area or from fixed defensive positions that had been occupied for some time, it was equally likely that an attack and subsequent assault would be carried out following an advance to contact, or an approach march towards a known enemy position. It might also be triggered by an encounter battle or meeting engagement, where prior warning of contact with the enemy was minimal.

In these circumstances, the impact of an unexpected contact with the enemy could be mitigated and speedily turned to advantage by forces adhering to the principles and procedures laid down by the general staff for units when moving out of direct contact with the enemy – whether advancing, redeploying or conducting an administrative move. Included in these procedures were standard rates of movement for different types of unit, and the formations to be adopted by these units when moving on roads, tracks or across flat open ground. Whereas events while in contact would always depend upon the ebb and flow of battle, following such routine practices while out of contact with the enemy meant not only that advancing units would be delivered to the right place at the right time, ready to fight, but also that they would be best prepared to deal with the unexpected if it occurred.
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Firing a Gew 98, prone position





Generally, large-scale movement in daylight was favoured over conducting this activity at night; maintaining command and control and the fatigue suffered by troops on night marches were important considerations. However, night marches were often adopted if the daytime weather was particularly hot, or where there was a particular need to maintain security or achieve surprise. Moving large bodies of troops by night also mitigated the threat of air attack, which became a growing problem as the war progressed. On the other hand, short deployments such as reinforcing moves, resupply activities, casualty evacuation and unit moves within, to and from the front line in the forward area, were necessarily carried out by night as a matter of course.

In order to carry out movement planning, specific rates of movement and marching formations were laid down for infantry units, mounted troops and artillery, with all the rates of movement based upon a standard marching pace of 80 centimetres. The arrangements laid-down for columns moving on roads ensured that a clear lane was maintained either to one side or centrally to facilitate the movement of staff officers, mounted units, couriers and other high-priority traffic. Keeping to the side of a road also allowed the troops to benefit from any shade afforded by trees or buildings , as well as being covered from aerial view. However, there was also a trumpeter or bugler positioned at the rear of each company, squadron or battery column whose task – when so ordered by an officer – was to signal the troops ahead to clear the road entirely, in the event that another unit had to be rushed through to the front. The specific procedures and formations to be adopted when crossing military bridges (such as pontoon bridges) were also set out, in order to avoid destabilizing them by vibration. During a long march, an early halt was called to enable any loose equipment, changes to the initial order of march or other matters arising to be resolved at that stage; thereafter, halts were called every two hours, with their duration and the security measures adopted while halted dependent upon the tactical situation and any possible threat posed by the enemy.

The standard 80-centimetre pace was also used to set the distance that was to be maintained between separate marching units during road movement, with 10 paces between companies or squadrons, 15 paces between battalions, batteries, and machine-gun ammunition wagons and equivalent-level supply columns, 20 paces between regiments and field artillery Abteilungen, and 40 paces between foot or heavy artillery battalions. Between brigades, a distance of 40 paces was maintained, with 120 paces between divisions. An infantry battalion marching four abreast occupied 330 metres of road space, a cavalry regiment 450 metres, a horse artillery battery 400 metres, and a foot artillery battery 300 metres. For non-standard infantry and cavalry units, the general staff calculated the required amount of road space in metres by dividing the total strength of an infantry unit (with troops marching four abreast) by three, and for a cavalry unit the total strength was multiplied by three-quarters.



Rates of Movement and Standard March Formations
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3. THE ADVANCE TO CONTACT

At the outset of an advance, the order of march took account of the future intentions of the commander and of any information and intelligence of the enemy positions and activities. The main body’s order of march was determined by the overall force commander, with that of the advanced, flanking and rear guards usually determined by their separate commanders. These guards would normally be provided predominantly by cavalry units, but with other arms – machine-gun units, field artillery and infantry – allocated as appropriate. A cavalry screen might move ahead of the advanced guard. In particular, the composition of the advanced guard would reflect the anticipated form of the coming battle when contact was made.

The advanced guard would move far enough ahead (up to about 1,500 metres) of the main body to ensure that when it contacted the enemy its own pause would not cause the main body to be checked. For smaller forces this distance might be reduced, while applying the general principle that the main body should not be within range of rifle fire directed against the advanced guard. Having made contact with the enemy, the task of an advanced guard was to gain time and space for the main body to deploy and attack while at the same time avoiding its own committal to a battle from which it could not disengage or which might affect the force commander’s plan. To that end, the overall force commander would routinely move with the advanced guard, delegating control of the main body to a deputy. An advanced guard normally comprised a mixed force of cavalry and infantry, with the latter forming about one-third to one-sixth of the group. Field artillery, pioneers, a pioneer bridging unit, medical support, a balloon detachment, communication troops and other specialist units would be allocated to it as necessary. The advanced guard was usually sub-divided into a vanguard of infantry, cavalry and pioneers; the main body consisted of the remaining infantry, field artillery and pioneers; any cavalry not deployed with the vanguard formed a third element, grouped together as the advanced guard cavalry.

Typically, the vanguard would deploy some cavalry ahead of its infantry, whether operating as a screen or as a reconnaissance force. The leading or point element of this cavalry group would comprise at least half a dozen troopers commanded by an officer. Then, well behind the cavalry, came an infantry group (Gruppe) operating as a point or advanced patrol and consisting of at least eight men and an officer. Behind this Gruppe moved the point company of the vanguard, its distance from the Gruppe dependent upon the tactical situation and the ground, with the main body of the vanguard moving some 400 to 500 metres behind the point company. In principle, the vanguard’s point cavalry and infantry units would maintain visual contact with the respective point groups immediately ahead of them, while runners, cavalry riders or cyclists maintained contact and passed information between units within the rest of the vanguard. The most important part of an advanced guard was its vanguard, the strength, composition, flexibility and dispositions of which could often be critical to the eventual outcome of the forthcoming battle. Accordingly, the troops in the advanced guard’s main body were held ready to support or reinforce its vanguard as necessary, and in some situations the overall size of the vanguard might exceed that of the rest of the advanced guard.

Where a flank guard was formed, it would usually include infantry and cavalry, but with the latter predominant. Its order of march on the move was similar to that of an advanced guard, but with its deployment orientated to protect the exposed flank as well as to the front. A flank guard might also form a rear guard.

At the head of the force’s main body (which would usually move grouped either as one column or as several divisional columns) would be the balance of the infantry unit or formation that provided the infantry for the advanced guard. Field artillery would follow closely, ready to deploy either forward or to a flank if required, with infantry sometimes interspersed within the artillery columns to provide protection in close country, or where snipers, irregular forces or similar threats demanded this. After the field artillery came the bulk of the remaining infantry of that division, with the artillery’s light ammunition columns following on. If allocated, the foot and heavy artillery usually came next, preceded by its observation wagons, with its ammunition wagons following the last battery of heavy artillery. Where its early employment was anticipated, the heavy artillery might move farther forward in the main body. Similarly, pioneer units to carry out bridging or deal with other natural or man-made obstacles might be required to move well forward, together with telephone detachments involved with passing information to and from the headquarters controlling a major move. Indeed, a standard order of march was neither practicable nor advisable, as this matter would always depend upon the operational situation, the commander’s mission, his intentions and plan, as well as whatever level of command was involved.

The force’s rear guard was usually strong in artillery and cavalry but also included a sizeable infantry element. In addition to protecting the rear of the main force, a high priority task for the rear guard was to cover the withdrawal or retreat of the main force if necessary. In this situation the rear guard would use the maximum weight of artillery and machine-gun fire to stem any enemy pursuit and enable the withdrawing force to break clean from the contact (i.e., achieve a situation in which the enemy could no longer observe or bring direct fire to bear on the withdrawing troops). The cavalry could be used to launch a counterattack or to attack the enemy’s flanks, thereby halting the pursuit and, ideally, enabling the rear guard itself to break clean and withdraw. While on the move, the order of march and formation adopted by a rear guard was usually the same as that of an advanced guard, but in reverse order.

4. THE ATTACK

Within the infantry, the battalion was the basic unit of manoeuvre. These units repeatedly practised assembling or moving into an attack from the column of march (Aufmarsch), deploying or ‘unfolding’ into an attack formation (Entfaltung) and then developing that deployment into an assault formation (Entwicklung) comprising the assault troops, support elements and a reserve. This form of attack from the line of march was a well-rehearsed drill, the aim being always to reduce to a matter of minutes the time from an advancing force’s first contact with the enemy to the point at which the commander issued his orders for the attack. Once the Aufmarsch began this deployment process, all movement was usually carried out in double time. There was an implicit assumption that an encounter battle of this sort would catch the enemy off balance and that it was therefore acceptable to forgo further reconnaissance in order to launch the assault as quickly as possible. However, assuming that the cavalry patrols of the advanced guard had done their job properly, the attacking force commander would already possess sufficient intelligence about the enemy to minimize this potential risk. In an attack, the general principles applied at battalion level were replicated at regimental, brigade and divisional level, albeit with increased timings, coordination complexities and levels of fire support.

As described in Part VI, pre-war infantry battalions typically consisted of four infantry companies (each of three platoons), with a machine-gun section allocated from the regimental machine-gun company; from September 1916 a fifth (machine-gun) company was added to the establishment of infantry battalions. As the assault phase began, two of the infantry companies would advance from the flanks to act as skirmishers, while some 150 metres to their rear the other two companies provided the final assault element and a reserve. It was accepted that the main frontal assault might be forced to slow down, in which case one (but occasionally both) of the enveloping attacks on the flanks would be reinforced by the reserve company and become, in effect, the main assault. In that situation, the original assault troops would maintain the pressure of their assault to support their comrades’ enveloping action and, most importantly, seek to prevent the defenders moving men from the main position to counter the new threat to their flanks.

In the meantime, the artillery mission was to support the attack by ranging its guns on to the enemy positions and then engaging them with the full weight of the fire support assigned to the attack. The cavalry’s role was primarily one of surveillance, both to identify the enemy positions and strength as early as possible and to reconnoitre ahead of enveloping forces. Cavalry units did still train to exploit a breakthrough by the infantry, as well as for traditional cavalry tasks such as pursuit and shock action, but the increasingly widespread issues of carbines throughout the cavalry, begun during the closing decade of the nineteenth century, also indicated a pragmatic expectation that they would be employed as mounted infantry.266

The distances involved in an encounter engagement or a pre-planned attack were inevitably affected by the terrain, the weight of enemy fire and the wider operational situation. The standard planning distances for these attack drills were set out by the general staff in pre-war training manuals such as Infantry Drill Regulations. These anticipated the Aufmarsch taking place about 2,300 metres from the enemy main position, with Entfaltung and Entwicklung carried out between 1,800 and 1,300 metres from that position. The successive lines of skirmishers, assault and reserve companies maintained a distance of about 300 metres between them, although if the reserve company was deployed to a flank this distance might be reduced. Pre-war training manuals called for there to be no more than a couple of metres between individual soldiers while advancing – the appearance of ever more powerful artillery shells, machine-guns and more modern and accurate rifles soon resulted in infantry units adopting a minimum five to ten metres spacing as the norm. During the pre-war era and early months of the conflict a company’s frontage while attacking was about 150 metres, and that of a six-battalion infantry brigade between 1,500 and 2,000 metres. The final assault position or firing line was about 100 to 150 metres from the enemy position, and thereafter the assault would continue either by groups moving forward by fire and movement or by steadily increasing the overall rate of suppressive fire from that line in an attempt to precipitate the defenders’ collapse, surrender or withdrawal – or in anticipation of an imminent flank assault by the enveloping companies or other units. That flanking assault or a clear indication that the defence was faltering would normally trigger the original main assault being pressed home immediately. During an advance to contact it was acknowledged that the tactical situation would always be fluid and could change rapidly, so units also practised contraction of their extended attack formation. This enabled a speedy return to the line of march and continuance of the advance in the event that the enemy withdrew or that the intended attack was aborted for some other reason.

While these formalized attack drills certainly had a place in the business of training for war, the perils and cost of applying them rigidly (especially the old two-metre spacing between soldiers) were quickly experienced by some German units and formations during the early months of the war, as evidenced by an account provided by British Corporal Charlie Parke of 2nd Battalion the Gordon Highlanders. His unit was serving with the British 7th Division in the area of Ypres and involved in countering a series of German infantry attacks supported by artillery fire in the days shortly after the battalion’s arrival there on 14 October 1914.


At the outset there was an interval of about eight minutes between consecutive [German artillery ranging] shots ... [but] the German fire-power [that followed] was tremendous, the British artillery being exceedingly minimal in comparison. We could see some movement in the trees some 1,000 yards [900 metres] away ... the enemy came out of the trees packed shoulder to shoulder ... at 800 yards [700 metres] we started intermittent firing, approximately six rounds per minute. At 400 yards [350 metres] the enemy increased the speed of charge to a slow double [-time], but at the same time we switched to rapid fire. It was bloody murder, the grey masses fell like ninepins, the man behind climbing over his dead comrade and continuing the advance ... The first day the Hun made seven charges, always literally shoulder to shoulder and always with the same result.267



Earlier, in late August 1914, units of Generaloberst Alexander Heinrich Rudolph von Kluck’s First Army in action against British forces in the area of Mons had already suffered similar casualties when the rate and accuracy of the British infantrymen’s rifle fire devastated the close-ordered ranks of advancing troops in field-grey. The fire was so intense that it prompted reports by the forward units that they had encountered large numbers of British machine-guns. Such early and hard-learned lessons precipitated modification of the pre-war attack templates and procedures. However, within a matter of months the opportunity to carry out fast-moving advances and attacks from the line of march on the Western Front diminished rapidly, as the conflict moved inexorably towards stalemate and then into full-scale trench warfare from 1915.

But perhaps the greatest indicator of a new approach to the business of attacking the enemy was the development of the assault detachments described in Part VI. Just as the events of 1914 and 1915 forced a wider re-evaluation by the general staff of the primacy of the offensive, so it also produced a new approach to the means by which the infantry would close with and destroy the enemy – either in the context of low-level operations or as the precursor to, or spearhead of, a more general attack. The appearance of the Stoßtruppen after 1915 allowed the traditional emphasis upon the offensive to be maintained at the tactical level within an overall environment of defensive stalemate, while simultaneously providing a means of moving the army’s training and operational doctrine forward from its traditional dependence upon the deployment templates of 1914.

5. DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS

The failure of the Schlieffen Plan – with the onset of the operational stalemate on the Western Front after 1914, the prospect of fighting a war on two major fronts and the pragmatic but unavoidable strategic decision to hold in the west while dealing with the Russians in the east – together forced a re-evaluation by the general staff of the importance of defensive operations and of the traditional primacy of the offensive in responding to a situation that had been neither sought nor anticipated. While the war on the Western Front from 1915 to 1918 exemplified the art of defensive warfare, it also proved necessary to conduct such operations on other fronts at varying levels of complexity and duration, although none were comparable with the sophistication and permanence of the defensive lines and supporting infrastructure developed by the army in Belgium, France and parts of the Low Countries from 1915. Accordingly, what was almost a dismissive approach to defence – other than as a temporary state of affairs to enable a build-up or concentration of force prior to taking offensive action – demonstrated by the high command and the general staff before 1914, and largely endorsed in many of the army’s tactical doctrine and field training publications, indicated a remarkable naïvety on the part of the pre-war military leadership. Undoubtedly, the desire to maintain an aggressive fighting spirit throughout the army was laudable, but during more than four decades following the Franco-Prussian War this had translated into an obsession that ill prepared the troops for the sort of war that emerged on the Western Front from 1915. Neither did it prepare them for the heavy casualties and reverses suffered in 1914 when their advancing units encountered well-trained British and French forces using defensive skills and modern firepower to advantage.

Before the war, defensive positions during field training were usually occupied for the minimum amount of time, being viewed by most commanders as an unavoidable distraction and normally little more than the precursor for an attack or counterattack. Where a defensive position was established, all available strength was concentrated within it, with forward outposts, dummy or deception positions, and alternative positions largely discounted. Where defensive positions were employed to gain time (for the resumption of offensive action) minimum numbers of troops were to occupy them, and these men were if possible to withdraw before becoming drawn into close combat with an advancing enemy. During the decade leading up to 1914 there was some evidence that a more flexible approach to the business of defensive operations was emerging: inevitably the publication of such ideas had a limited impact within an army imbued with the concept that wars were won only by those who attacked, and the belief that those who simply defended had by default lost the initiative and therefore abrogated the chance of success. Nevertheless, by 1912 foreign military observers of German army manoeuvres reported that the construction of entrenchments, dummy positions and outposts were ‘constantly to be seen’.268 So acceptance of the new emphasis upon defensive operations and the transition to positional warfare from 1915 were arguably somewhat less traumatic for the German army and its high command than might otherwise have been the case.

6. TRENCH DESIGN

The sort of sophisticated defences occupied by the army on the Western Front are described in the section dealing with trench warfare in Part II. More basic trenches were also frequently required during short-term operations, pending development into more permanent trench systems, and in other theatres. Consequently these generic designs were well covered in official training manuals that were issued to officers and NCOs, as well as in various soldier’s handbooks that were written by serving officers and made available commercially. The Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen, published in Dresden by Verlag von C. Heinrich in 1914/15 and produced for Saxon infantrymen, was one such example. Together with comprehensive information on every aspect of an infantry soldier’s military duties, this handbook included a section setting out with diagrams the precise layout, dimensions and application of the four standard types and designs of fire trench (Schützengraben) to be constructed and used by riflemen of infantry units in various situations and on differing types of ground.269

Most of these standard designs featured fire trenches with a width between 100 and 150 centimetres at the top and earth bank protection about 30 centimetres high on the forward edge, in front of the firing ledge on the parapet. Where the digging was particularly difficult, a lack of trench depth might be offset by increasing the height of the earth bank to about 60 centimetres and building a 30-centimetre-deep firing ledge into that bank. In all cases, to provide effective protection, the earth bank had to slope gradually forward over several metres. The depth of the main trench depended to some extent upon the height of the user but was usually about 110 to 120 centimetres excluding the forward earth protection. Where time permitted, much deeper and wider trenches could be dug, with greater protection at the bottom of the trench and a fire step provided for the rifleman to step up to the parapet and engage the enemy. Other manuals provided details of more specialized defensive emplacements, such as those required for machine-guns, trench mortars, command posts and so on. Such trenches, often constructed without overhead protection, were routinely adopted in those operational theatres where tactical movement was still possible – in German East Africa, Mesopotamia and Palestine for example – when any failure to dig in while static could result in casualties from artillery, aircraft bombing or direct small-arms fire. From such trenches a trained soldier armed with the standard Gewehr 98 model Mauser rifle, with its five-round box magazine, could theoretically engage targets out to a maximum range of 2,000 metres, firing 10 to 15 aimed shots per minute. In theory, a trained soldier could also fire up to 30 shots per minute at the rapid rate, although producing such a high volume of fire would unavoidably be at the expense of its accuracy.

While usually constructed initially as temporary expedients, standard fire trenches might subsequently be developed into long-term defensive positions – the line of trenches and fortifications that stretched from the North Sea to the Swiss frontier by mid-1915 had its origins in the lines of short-term Schützengräben created by hundreds of thousands of infantrymen when the German advance slowed to a halt in 1914. This transition to a long-term defence in turn called for a new approach to defensive warfare, with the effective management of defence routine to ensure that enemy attacks would be defeated. At the same time it was essential that this routine was efficiently organized and would continue to support the concept of aggressive defence, in order to maintain morale in the potentially morale-sapping operational environment of the Western Front.

7. ROUTINE IN THE LINE

Apart from changes as a consequence of enemy action or occasioned by the preparation for some major offensive, the cycle of activity for a German unit on the Western Front – whether a company, a battalion or a regiment – fell broadly into three parts, with the troops rotating through front-line duties, reserve, and rest out of the line. Individuals would also be granted periods of leave in Germany when due, or possibly following a period of hospital treatment if they had been wounded, and would usually return to the same unit at the end of their time away. By mid-1918, some months after the last great German offensive of the war, the typical operational rotation for the soldiers of the 74th (Hannover) Infantry Regiment, then in positions to the south of Arras and one or two miles to the east of Hébuterne (which was occupied by the British), was six days in the forward line, two in reserve in the main support line, followed by four days in a rest area behind the lines.

In such forward positions in a relatively inactive sector, the day would usually begin with a stand-to at dawn, the time when the night routine changed to that for the day. This was also the most likely time for an enemy attack. During the last hour of darkness a breakfast of coffee, bread and some sort of meat paste would be brought forward from a field kitchen sited some distance behind the lines and then taken forward in containers to the individual companies and platoons. Some desultory artillery and mortar exchanges might follow the onset of daylight, when both sides would register new targets and engage existing ones as and when a possible target presented itself. Firing between the front-line troops would probably be limited to sniping and machine-gunning on an opportunity basis. Any significant amounts of artillery fire falling directly upon the front-line positions might be the precursor to an attack, diversionary fire, or possibly a bombardment designed to cover a patrol still seeking to regain its own lines after a raid during the previous night.

The forward trenches were also vulnerable to a particular type of new weapon that had been developed as a direct response to the needs of trench warfare. This was the rifle grenade, which could be fitted on to a rifle muzzle and then projected by the force of a rifle shot using either a blank cartridge or a standard round, dependent upon the type of rifle grenade employed. These particular weapons provided a solution to the problem of dropping explosives directly into forward trenches that were sometimes as little as thirty yards distant, just too far away for a hand grenade to be thrown into them. The only warning of the arrival of these grenades or ‘bombs’, fired almost vertically, was a whistling sound as they dropped down to explode with often devastating effect. Details of the various types of rifle grenade are in Appendix 1.

Within an infantry battalion, during and shortly after stand-to the company commanders would visit all of their positions, accompanied by the respective company officers and non-commissioned officers who were on duty the previous night, and whose written report would already have been passed to the company commander prior to stand-to. This report provided the basis of the company commanders’ own morning reports, which would be dispatched to battalion headquarters by runner later in the morning. As a company commander reached each platoon position, the various platoon commanders would join the company commander for his inspection.

Earlier, during the stand-to, all of the soldiers would be fully dressed with helmets on, weapons and equipment ready, and gas masks worn or to hand. Once the alert period was over, the majority of the soldiers might be resting in their Siegfried shelters, or cleaning their rifles (but never all of them at the same time), mending clothing or equipment, or washing and shaving in an upturned helmet full of water. The routine, but all too necessary, use of gas masks meant that soldiers needed to be clean shaven, so the beards worn by many front-line troops in 1914 and 1915 had long since disappeared by 1918. The stood-down troops might also be employed digging to extend or improve their positions or constructing some new obstacle to block a freshly identified approach route towards or into the position. If the threat of enemy action was high, or if the company had mounted a patrol the previous night, most of the men would have been on duty through the hours of darkness, often having had as little as two hours sleep between last and first light. Some would already have started their hours of duty as sentries, manning their observation positions at the parapet.

During the day a constant stream of visitors usually appeared in the lines. Apart from routine visits by more senior regimental or formation commanders, or even by some exalted government minister – the ‘top hats and leather helmets’ as the soldiers called such people – there might be general staff officers involved in planning some future operation or dealing with some matter of logistics, command and control or other administrative detail. Artillery officers might visit the position to observe the fall of shot and register their guns. Undoubtedly there would also be many more mundane but none the less important visits, such as those when ‘a junior medical officer pays a visit of inspection to the latrines; the gas-officer tests the masks, mouth-pieces and tubing’ and so on. In such ways the days would pass, generally unrelieved by the terror or excitement of any direct enemy action.270

By late afternoon, with all his tasks completed and if not on some special company duty or posted as a sentry, officer and soldier alike might find a couple of hours in which to enjoy a pipe of tobacco, to read or write a letter, or indeed to catch up on the newspapers that were regularly delivered right into the front line; alternatively, a couple of comrades might huddle together into a Siegfried shelter for a game of cards. However, for most of the time the soldiers would be required to stay dispersed and at their allotted positions in the trench, or in the shelter immediately adjacent to that position. In the quieter sectors, a popular pastime was hunting and killing the ubiquitous rats that so often sought to share the trenches with the soldiers – an activity that had almost acquired the status of a sport by the end of the war.

Depending upon the operational situation, all the troops’ meals were usually cooked centrally behind the lines and then carried forward in containers, the main meal usually arriving at or soon after last light. The standard fare usually included bread plus a quantity of potatoes, vegetables and meat, together with coffee (which had almost entirely become ‘coffee-substitute’ by 1918) and the ever-present meat paste intended to be eaten cold with bread during the day. The entitled amounts and methods of preparation of these rations varied considerably during the war, although irrespective of the quality of their rations, the soldiers’ constant complaint was that ‘it does not fill us up’. From time to time, limited quantities of wine, brandy and beer also found their way into the trenches, but despite the stresses of trench warfare, drunkenness was apparently not a problem for the German army in the forward areas, and alcohol was in any case much more readily available in the rest areas and towns behind the lines.

The winter of 1917/18 saw the beginning of the great influenza pandemic, one that would eventually kill so many who had survived the war itself but then became victims of its diseased aftermath. Already by mid-1918 increasing numbers of German soldiers were succumbing to the epidemic and being removed from the front. An unintended consequence of the influenza epidemic was the creation of what became a potential threat to military efficiency greater than that posed by the consumption of excess alcohol. This occurred when a (probably) wood-based spirit was liberally prescribed (or made available) to the troops for the treatment of influenza during the winter of 1917/18 – just a few glasses of this spirit had ‘a complete narcotic’ effect. Evidence of this was provided while Ernst Jünger’s company was out of the line at Ablainzeville, when Dohmeyer, one of his comrades who had consumed a quantity of ‘Ober-Ost’ spirits, ‘Last night … riddled warrant-officer K.’s long boots (they share a dugout) … with revolver shots, in the belief apparently that he was rat-hunting’.271

As night fell, in preparation for a stand-to at last light, the soldiers would once again put on their helmets, pack away their greatcoats by strapping them on to their packs, and then take up their allotted positions along the trench line with their rifles, grenades, gas masks and other equipment immediately to hand. Thus day turned to night, signalling the hours of most danger, which would last until the grey light of dawn once more broke over the front line.

The routine while in the reserve positions followed a similar pattern but usually with a much-reduced requirement for sentries, with meals often being able to be delivered during daylight or indeed cooked close by, and in some cases with bunkers, blockhouses or fortified buildings able to be occupied rather than trenches. However, although they might endure fewer vagaries than those in the front line, the troops in reserve were much more likely to be involved in all manner of work parties, or to be required to conduct night patrols in order to gain information, carry out trench raids or capture prisoners. They were also at least as likely to attract the attention of the enemy artillery, for which the German reserve units and concentration areas were as much a priority target as their comrades in the forward positions. These reserve troops also had to be prepared to carry out counterattacks at short notice in the event of the forward line coming under attack.

8. TUNNELLING AND MINING

Whether in the forward trenches or the reserve lines, another hazard of such static warfare was the mine. Although by no means an innovation, the practice of tunnelling beneath the enemy trenches, filling the excavation with high explosive and then detonating it immediately before an assault, or to destroy a particular fortification or emplacement, achieved new heights of expertise in the years after the front lines became more or less fixed. A German pioneer described life in the Lens area as being ‘literally day and night on a volcano’. The whole region underground was already honeycombed with the shafts of coal mines, the existing French plans of which were readily available to the opposing French pioneers – and sometimes used by them to devastating effect. The subterranean work went on day and night, illuminated only by the glow of carbide lamps and torches, and with German pioneers often able to hear the ‘faint hammering, digging and picking’ that betrayed the presence of the French pioneers working often only a few feet away from them. Sometimes one side’s diggers would break through into the other’s workings, when a brief and often savage fight for survival with pistols, digging tools, knives or bayonets and grenades, would ensue. In the early part of the war, before the German hand grenades had pull-out fuses, the pioneers learnt ‘always to have a cigar alight’ so that they could immediately light the fuse of the improvised bombs they carried underground with them, made of ‘tin boxes with a handle, filled with explosive, old nails, and scrap iron … heavy and unwieldy, but effective’. Where the pioneers judged that a French mining party was close by or about to break into their workings they would cover the noise of the dynamite charge being moved forward and positioned by continuing to work with picks and shovels until the last minute. Then, as all work ceased and the pioneers ran back along the tunnel, the short fuse was lit and the last man ran back to safety. The charges used were usually very powerful, and all too often caused casualties to members of the party that had laid it, or the collapse of neighbouring galleries. Where one of these mine explosions destroyed a length of the trenches above it, ‘there was nothing for it but for both sides to storm the still warm crater while timber and debris descended from the sky’. The soldiers above fought their war with rifles, machine-guns and artillery; a parallel but very different sort of war was being waged by their comrades from the pioneer units in the very bowels of the earth beneath.272

9. SECURITY IN THE FIELD: OUTPOSTS AND SENTRIES

An all-arms or predominantly infantry force conducting a major move on roads or across country would need to stage a number of halts during its passage, probably including one or more overnight stops. At these times, the security of the force was achieved by outposts (Vorposten), pickets and sentries, while for a force comprised entirely of cavalry the outpost concept was slightly modified to reflect the characteristics of that arm. During the course of an all-arms move out of contact with the enemy, outposts were usually provided by troops of the advanced and rear guards, with designated outpost companies providing pickets, sentries, a main protective line and a reserve. Outposts were under the overall command of a single officer (Vorpostenkommandeur), with the line subdivided into company-strength sections if necessary, each with its commander. Section areas were allocated so that they straddled any roads and tracks, rather than these potential access routes running between them, and specific responsibility for the security of a main road would normally be allocated to one complete outpost company. The outpost companies provided early warning of danger but were also required to hold their allocated positions if attacked, calling upon the outpost reserve for support, to counterattack or to provide protection for an enforced withdrawal of the outposts. In the main outpost company positions, troops not on picket duty were permitted to remove their equipment, while those in the outpost reserve were also permitted to pitch shelter tents; however, any local-security sentries posted there were permitted only to remove their knapsacks.

Forward of the main outpost company positions were their pickets and picket sentries. A picket might comprise any number from a group of eight up to a section of 80 or more men, with any especially important pickets commanded by an officer. Depending upon the tactical situation, the picket members not on sentry duty or patrolling would usually be permitted to remove their helmets and knapsacks and pile their rifles (this procedure being organized so that subsequently retrieving the rifles and equipment of a relief would not disturb those of other resting soldiers).

Unless cavalry was positioned even farther forward, the pickets’ sentry positions provided the force’s first line of defence and early warning, with infantry and (if available) cavalry patrols providing security while sentry positions were initially established, subsequently continuing to patrol the ground between these posts and covering any areas where sentries could not be posted. Sentry posts were normally up to about 500 metres forward of a picket’s position and were sited on or overlooking likely approaches. They were often commanded by an NCO, with one or more double-sentries allocated to the post, although this depended upon the tactical situation. Initially, when a sentry position was first established, an NCO took all those soldiers of the picket who would over time man that particular sentry post to the position so that they would all know the route to and from it by night or day. The picket commander would already have decided whether or not the NCO should then return to the picket with the relieving soldiers or remain with the first double-sentries to command the post. The orders to sentries necessarily reflected the prevailing tactical situation and operational theatre involved. However, in 1914 the standard regulations provide an indication of the pre-war conventions or principles that then applied to sentry duty in the field:


Unless orders have been given to the contrary a sentry may take off his knapsack and smoke. He may allow all officers, formed bodies of troops, patrols, mounted orderlies and cyclists belonging to his own force to pass, but all other persons are escorted to the piquet [sic], and a sentry is authorized to shoot any person who disobeys his orders. At night a sentry challenges in a loud voice, ‘Halt! Wer da?’ [Halt – who comes there?]. He is authorized to fire if a third challenge is disregarded [or if the countersign or password used at night is not given]. Individual officers of the enemy approaching with a small escort and a flag of truce are not treated as hostile, but are taken to the piquet [sic] and blindfolded.273



The cavalry’s approach to outposts and the protection of their own units while halted was somewhat different, taking full account of the mobility their horses provided. In principle, the cavalry minimized the extent of outpost protection in order to maximize the amount of rest for men and horses. Using their mobility, a cavalry unit might actively increase the distance between it and any potential threat, leaving a small surveillance element to alert the main force to any danger while the majority of the troopers occupied a village, farm complex or similar location overnight in order to feed, rest and carry out essential care of their horses. Despite this policy, outpost squadrons or detachments might be created, together with an outpost reserve of up to two squadrons, with functions broadly the same as those in an all-arms force. However, numbers of pickets and sentries were as few as possible, with physical obstacles – barricades and trenches – often used to block approaches in place of troops. Outpost squadrons deployed mounted or dismounted pickets at troop strength, which in turn established dismounted double-sentry positions or three-man mounted vedettes. A cavalry NCO would command a vedette group of six men, and in each vedette two men would observe while the third acted as horse-handler. Alternatively, a cavalry NCO would command a double-sentry post manned by four dismounted troopers. In 1914 the orders for cavalry sentries followed the general form already described, but those for vedettes would be much more flexible and involve a greater emphasis upon surveillance, information gathering and early warning rather than the formal control involved with a static dismounted sentry post.
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Cavalry Vedette, Polish border, 1914



Although directly related to protecting forces during a move, all of these protective and security measures, adapted as appropriate, applied to virtually any situation in which a force was static within or close to enemy territory, while not establishing a full defensive position, subject to as much modification or adaptation as the operational and tactical circumstances demanded.

10. MACHINE-GUN TACTICS

Through bitter experience, the German army had learned the potentially devastating impact of machine-guns during the Franco-Prussian War, where the French had used the new mitrailleuse to good effect on several occasions. Although the French high command had not accorded this weapon the importance it deserved when it was deployed in 1870–1, neither had it understood how it should best be employed, allowing it to be used in a similar way to field artillery rather than as an infantry close-support weapon.274 The German army had noted all this and conducted an extensive series of tactical trials and technical experiments with machine-guns during the 1890s, which resulted in the widespread adoption of this weapon in 1908, so that almost 2,500 machine-guns were already in service with the army by 1914.

Machine-guns were usually deployed in pairs or threes, although six guns were also grouped together where appropriate. While a single machine-gun might occasionally be used for a specific task, this was unusual, as the loss of its firepower in the event of a stoppage, serious mechanical failure or enemy action could be catastrophic for the troops that it was supporting. A well-sited machine-gun could provide fire support at ranges up to about 2,000 metres, but for planning purposes about 1,500 metres was generally acknowledged as the maximum effective range.

Although their use in World War I was later predominantly associated with defensive operations and trench warfare on the Western Front, the general staff originally regarded machine-guns as weapons of manoeuvre, with a primarily offensive role. Accordingly, it was envisaged that they would contribute to an advance by being positioned on ground adjacent to the main line of advance to support and secure the flanks of the advancing force. Machine-guns would also support cavalry reconnaissance missions (hence the pre-war creation of machine-gun batteries for cavalry divisions described in Part VI). They would also move forward with advanced guards in order to suppress defended positions as soon as they were encountered, supporting the subsequent attack by engaging the objective directly with sustained fire, as well as securing the flanks of the attacking force if necessary. In due course, as more and more machine-gun companies were formed to support infantry units – with the cavalry divisions and their integral machine-gun batteries becoming less relevant – infantry attacks and assault operations were routinely supported by sustained machine-gun fire. This would come both from pre-planned established gun positions and from machine-guns dragged forward on their sled bases by the gun crews, so that these guns could be immediately available to deal with an enemy counterattack following a successful assault.

Irrespective of the army’s doctrinal emphasis upon the offensive use of machine-guns, by default from 1915 their principal employment became defensive, with these weapons routinely delivering often devastating weights of fire from well dug-in positions – frequently sited in enfilade – to forestall and destroy enemy attacks, infiltrations, flanking moves and patrol activity. This fire was closely coordinated with the artillery fire plan, although German machine-guns were unquestionably regarded as infantry close-support weapons, with machine-gun companies quickly becoming an essential and integral part of the army’s infantry divisions, regiments and (from1916) battalions.

Machine-gun fire control was conducted by NCOs controlling the individual guns, with officers directing two or more guns. Voice and hand signals were used to control the firing, with the engagement details – the target, range, rate and type of fire – shouted out by the controlling officer, and these details then repeated by the individual NCOs in charge of their guns. Fire missions depended upon the target and the tactical situation, but might typically include ranging fire, suppressive fire, anti-aircraft fire, traversing fire or the use of fire to search out a concealed enemy force or position. Although the overall machine-gun fire plan and the allotted gun positions were determined at regimental level, control of the fire produced by these weapons was not usually centralized above section level.

The selection and training of machine-gunners was accorded a high priority, with gunners attending a one-month course at Döberitz, Hammelburg or Zeithain in Germany or at Beverloo or Brasschaet in German-occupied Belgium. During an intensive training course, these men learned every technical characteristic, maintenance and repair requirement, and practical handling drill for the weapon (which was usually the MG 08 pattern). On field-firing areas they engaged targets at ranges from 400 to 800 metres and conducted sustained fire engagements, as well as practising signalling and fire-control orders.275 They were also trained to use and maintain the various types of Allied machine-guns, of which quantities were inevitably captured from the Allies over time. These trainee machine-gunners also learned and practised the tactics that they would employ specific to machine-gunning, including the construction of entrenched machine-gun positions, protected dugouts, and adapting standard trenches as machine-gun positions. In addition to the general machine-gun courses, more advanced courses for machine-gun marksmen were conducted in German-occupied Belgium at a machine-gun training centre at Rozoy-sur-Serre, which was transferred to Tongres in 1918, with regimental and company machine-gun officers attending special courses at Waulsort.

11. CAVALRY OPERATIONS

The overall organization of the cavalry and the various types of cavalry regiments were described in Part VI. The high command’s pre-war assumption that the cavalry would be employed primarily to carry out offensive operations – such as shock action, pursuit and exploiting breakthroughs – was largely frustrated by the nature of the conflict that emerged after 1914. Neither its pre-1914 organization nor some of its traditional weapons proved appropriate for the sort of fighting in which the army became involved in western Europe. Only against the Russians on the Eastern Front were cavalry divisions still able to conduct wide-ranging and fast-moving operations, now using the modern fire-power of machine-gun batteries and modern artillery to support mounted troops armed with lance, sabre and carbine.

But if the massed cavalry charges of the past had been rendered largely irrelevant by strategic stalemate, the adoption of a defensive posture and the devastating effect of machine-guns and high-explosives upon unprotected men and horses, the inherent mobility of cavalry units still enabled them to carry out the traditional cavalry tasks of reconnaissance, screening operations, flank protection and route security, and also deploy as mounted infantry if necessary. Where there occurred an opportunity or requirement to obtain information that could not be gained by other means, small mounted patrols – typically of four or five men – could operate up to two days’ march ahead of the main body of advancing troops, using written reports, telegraph, flags, heliographs and carrier pigeons, or any other available means of communication to pass information and intelligence back to their headquarters.

Similarly, a cavalry screen – which might be provided by several squadrons or even by complete regiments – could be deployed one to two days’ march ahead of the main body. This screen had the task of driving back enemy cavalry encountered ahead of the enemy forces or positions to prevent the enemy interfering with or gaining information about the advancing force, while at the same time acquiring information on its own account. Flank protection involved many of the same tasks and skills as those of a screening force, but with the cavalry operating parallel to the advancing main body rather than ahead of it.

The general staff’s recognition of the fact that cavalry units might sometimes be required to act as mounted infantry – for example, to seize key positions on the flanks of an advance or ahead of the advancing infantry – meant that cavalry troopers regularly practised basic infantry tactics of fire and manoeuvre and skirmishing during pre-war training exercises, although little if any time was afforded to practising tasks such as entrenching or defence routine. However, the growing use of cavalry units as mounted infantry from 1915 represented a trend towards the eventual employment of some cavalry units in a fully dismounted role as infantrymen on the Western Front.276 In that role, cavalrymen used the same tactical procedures as infantrymen, but the tasks allocated were generally less demanding than those given to regular infantry units.

12. ARTILLERY SUPPORT

The organization of the artillery described in Part VI identified the division of that combat arm between the lighter guns of the field artillery and the heavy guns of the foot and siege artillery units, as well as the existence of mountain batteries. Although numerous types and calibres of artillery were used, the principal guns of the field artillery were 7.7-centimetre field guns and 10.5-centimetre howitzers, while the foot artillery mainly used 15-centimetre and 21-centimetre howitzers. Most of the heavy siege guns came into service between 1909 and 1912, in response to a general staff requirement to have available a suitable means of destroying existing and newly constructed French and Belgian fortifications in the west and thus to carry through the Schlieffen Plan. Until 1917, field artillery was generally deployed at division level and heavy artillery at the corps and army-level, but in February 1917 all artillery within a divisional sector came under the control of a single Artillerie-Kommandeur irrespective of type.

Both before and during the war, the main role of the artillery, both in attack and defence, was to support the infantry. Pre-war and during the campaign in 1914, field batteries were expected to deploy and move closely behind advancing and attacking infantry units, employing direct fire to support the attack and if necessary even to form a gun line to repel a counterattack and behind which the infantry could rally if necessary. However, developing technology and the improved range of guns meant that artillery batteries could provide heavier and more accurate supporting fire from well-selected positions while remaining further displaced from the infantry’s close-contact battle. At the same time, the diminishing opportunities for manoeuvre and offensive action from 1915 further reduced the need for the guns to employ such direct fire and close support of the sort envisaged before the war.

Where offensive action was practicable and undertaken, all the available artillery would initially fire on to the infantry’s objective; then the field artillery would continue to do so and to fire other close-support missions as required, while the heavy artillery engaged enemy reserves in depth and fired counter-battery missions to limit or deny the enemy artillery’s ability to fire on the attacking troops. Artillery was not usually held in reserve, and any decision to do so temporarily would normally only be taken at division, corps or army level if the operational situation warranted it – at the outset of a major offensive for example, where the likely course of the impending battle might be difficult to anticipate in the short term. One gun for every 25 metres of front was the norm on the Western Front, but this would increase to three guns per 25 metres in anticipation of an offensive. In March 1918 the general staff artillery support plan for the Kaiserschlacht required the equivalent of 92 field guns, 31 field howitzers, 14 medium howitzers, 14 heavy guns and 7 heavy howitzers for every 1.5 kilometres of the 80 kilometres attack front, as well as 7 super-heavy howitzers for every 3 kilometres of that front. In addition, numbers of extra field guns were positioned by hand and used only for the opening bombardment.277

If the supported infantry were in defence, the main task of the artillery was to destroy any infantry attack or incursion before it reached the obstacle line in front of the defenders’ positions, while at the same time neutralizing any enemy artillery firing in support of the attackers. In defence, the artillery fire plan would usually be much more detailed than might be the case when supporting advancing troops. For defensive fire planning, targets and potential targets would already have been ranged-in (i.e., having been successfully engaged earlier in order to register the precise gun settings required to ensure first round hits whenever that target was again fired upon); obstacles, possible lines of approach and choke points would all have been noted as fire missions; observation posts would be pre-positioned ready to adjust fire; and telephone communications between the supported troops and the guns were more or less assured, so long as the telephone cables were buried, with backup cables also in place.

13. ENCAMPMENTS AND BIVOUACS

There were generally two categories or types of tented encampments used by the army in the field. Pre-war, semi-permanent camps were often established to support the large-scale training deployments, such as the annual Kaisermanöver. Then during the war similar tented encampments with large tents, marquees, boarded walkways, covered kitchens, centralized washing facilities and many of the other facilities routinely found in a permanent barracks were established to expand the accommodation of many existing depots and field training camps, of which the large encampments at Sennelager and Munsterlager were typical. Such well-established tented camps allowed these centres to meet increased training and course requirements during the war, as well as providing temporary accommodation and an administrative base for new units and formations when first formed. In some instances, tented encampments were also used to accommodate prisoners-of-war.

The most common type of encampment used in the field – typically during an overnight halt or immediately before or after a battle – was the temporary bivouac formed of two-man tents constructed of the canvas shelter-halves (Zeltbahn) and associated items described in Part V. While the layout and security arrangements for bivouacs depended upon the size of formation or unit and the operational situation, the basic procedures for establishing a bivouac were laid down in pre-war regulations278 that remained largely unaltered during the conflict. The bivouac arrangements were different for the infantry, cavalry and some other arms, in order to reflect their varying characteristics, but the overall aim for all was to establish the bivouac area as speedily and efficiently as possible, thereby maximizing the amount of rest time for men and horses. Also, by adopting standardized procedures and layouts for tent lines, weapons, wagons, artillery guns, horse lines and equipment, as well as for outlying and inlying pickets and sentries, the force maximized its readiness to break camp and move at short notice and its ability to deal with an unexpected threat. Although all members of a unit in the field could be accommodated under canvas, bivouacs were often sited close to farms, villages or similar, with the headquarters staff and more senior officers utilizing all or part of these buildings.

In 1915 the detailed regulations279 provided for the standard configuration of a Saxon infantry battalion bivouac indicated a rectangular area of up to about 250 metres across by about 280 metres deep. At the centre front of the bivouac area (the side closest to the enemy, if applicable) was a guard post manned by sentries of the inlying picket, which also served as the main security control point of the bivouac.

Some ten metres behind this guard post the battalion’s weapons and some basic equipment (including helmets and individual accoutrements if ordered) were concentrated in company and platoon groups set out in order of companies from left to right, with a 10-metre gap between each of the four company weapon piles. Here the rifles were piled (i.e., stood on their butts and interlocked at the muzzle ends, often with a protective cover of canvas or other material placed over the muzzles) all ready to be retrieved by their owners at short notice. Behind these weapon piles were the battalion and company assembly areas (Appellplätze), which comprised an area about 30 metres deep, spanning the entire 250-metre width of the bivouac site. Here, a regimental band might be authorized to play, reveille and sunset would be sounded by bugle, trumpet or drum, and any parades or groups of soldiers required for guards, patrols, fatigues, briefings, training, weapons inspection or similar tasks or duties would assemble. Across this assembly area were the company bivouac tents, set out in company groups from left to right, with a 10-metre walkway between companies. Throughout the bivouac area, from front to rear, the weapon piles, assembly points, tent lines, centralized equipment, cooking facilities and latrines were maintained as four parallel but entirely distinct company areas.
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Within company areas, the precise layout of these tent lines was at the discretion of the commanding officer and company commanders. However, viewed from the front of the bivouac site, the 1st Company was always on the left, with the 2nd, 3rd and 4th Companies in succession to its right. Each company was allocated an area about 55 metres wide by 50 deep for its three platoons’ two-man tents. There was a further gap of 10 metres behind the four groups of company tent lines before the tents, wagons and any other specialist equipment were assembled in lines and groups from left to right. Items relating to the battalion headquarters staff were placed centrally, with those belonging to companies once again set out behind their main groups of tents in accordance with the general principle set out earlier. Details of the various wagons and horses that usually accompanied an infantry battalion and would occupy this particular part of the bivouac area are described in Part VI.

The tents occupied by the battalion’s officers were set out from left to right immediately behind, with their position again reflecting the company areas further to their front. Battalion headquarters staff officers’ tents were set up at the centre. The battalion’s horses (almost exclusively wagon horses) were tethered at a picket line behind the line of officers’ tents. Overall, this area of baggage, tents, miscellaneous equipment, the officers’ tents and the horse lines was about 50 metres deep by 250 metres wide.

Next, a line of four field kitchens was established some distance behind the horse lines, with cooking trenches (Kochgräben) also dug as necessary. Here, several Zeltbahn sections might be combined to provide a covered cooking and working area for the battalion’s cooks. Usually one horse-drawn field kitchen (Gulaschkanone) supported each company and their location in the bivouac site from left to right once more reflected the positions of the company tent lines in front of them. Finally, about 100 metres behind the line of field kitchens, a series of latrines (Aborte) or latrine trenches would be dug.

Cavalry bivouacs were usually established as a column of squadrons and the requisite drills focused primarily upon setting up the horse lines, the instructions for this activity being set out in some detail. This was indicated in the instructions provided for the cavalry in 1914, which also illustrated the preparations made for to saddling up quickly by day or night.


When the men have dismounted by word of command, they plant or lay down their lances three paces in front of the horses’ heads. Headdresses and accoutrements are laid down half a pace further to the left. Picket posts are driven in at equal intervals immediately in front of the horses’ heads, and the picket lines are made fast to them. If the order to off-saddle has been given, the saddles are laid down with the pommels towards the horses and three paces in rear of them. Carbines are left in the saddles. Saddle-blankets folded ready for saddling up are laid down either under or over the saddles, according to the weather, or they may be used to blanket up the horses. Bridles are laid on the saddles, bits towards the horses.280



Variations of the infantry and cavalry procedures and bivouac layouts were used by other arms and services as appropriate to their organization and equipment, with the numbers of horses and wagons in most non-infantry units determining much of their bivouacking procedures. Field artillery batteries used the gun limbers to establish their horse lines, with the limber poles lowered, wheels chocked, and picket lines stretched between the limbers’ wheels. In order to keep the horses clear of the limbers, a wooden toggle was knotted into the line a few paces from each limber. If necessary, a picket post could be used to support the line at its centre point. The horse furniture and equipment was laid out similarly to that of the cavalry but took account of the different or additional items such as girths, bridles, traces and collars of a gun-team horse. The gunners’ swords were left in their sword frogs and laid beside the saddles, with their riding whips looped over the sword hilts, while the soldiers’ helmets, bandoleers and personal sword belts were laid on saddle blankets adjacent to the horses’ bridles. The remaining personal accoutrements of the gunners were then normally set out in double rows, grouped according to their gun or wagon detachment. Heavy or foot artillery, machine-gun batteries and companies, telegraph units and balloon detachments all adopted much the same practices as the field artillery, but with the rifles that were borne by these troops piled by their gun carriages or wagons.

14. BILLETS AND QUARTERS

A set procedure existed for unit and formation quartermasters to liaise with civil authorities and complete formal paperwork prior to troops being quartered in built-up areas still occupied by some or all of the indigenous civilian population. However, more often than not expediency resulted in the area being identified from the map and subdivided, with specific streets, buildings and facilities allocated to units and inter-unit boundaries set. Within these sub-areas, unit officers would be dispatched ahead of the main force to determine the precise extent of the available accommodation allocated to their troops. In order to separate responsibility for the routine management of a force in billets from the wider operational command functions of the force commander, a suitably senior officer was appointed as commandant (Ortskommandant) of the billet area, who was responsible overall for the allotment of accommodation, local security and good order of the soldiers. The Ortskommandant was supported by a second officer specifically responsible for the billet area guard arrangements, and additional duty or orderly officers as required. The ranks of all these officers depended upon the strength and type of force involved: field officers for divisions and brigades, but possibly a single field officer supported by a subaltern for a single regiment with some supporting arms and services. In the meantime, battalion-level and equivalent-size units routinely provided officers of the day, with duty NCOs found by each company-level unit.

Billets and quarters in urban or semi-urban areas were either designated as standard or ordinary billets (Ortsunterkunft) or close billets (Ortsbiwak). The former category involved the use of buildings, while the latter referred to bivouac tents erected as required in the gardens and adjacent open spaces of the main Ortsunterkunft as overflow accommodation where there was insufficient accommodation available indoors. The size of a billeting area depended upon the size of the force to be accommodated, the operational situation and the likely duration of its stay. For a force billeted in the course of an approach march or similar deployment, various doctrinal principles were applied:


• Villages, farms and other buildings closest to the line of march were occupied most intensively, with outlying buildings or other accommodation less strongly occupied.

• Different arms and services could be intermingled if necessary, in order to maximize efficient use of the available accommodation.

• Transport wagons and other vehicles might be parked within the billet area, but with artillery guns, machine-guns, ammunition columns and trains sited at the edge of the main billeting area farthest from the enemy. Similarly, heavy artillery was kept clear of the main billeting area and would normally be closed up and parked on one side of the the road or verge.

• Where the enemy might pose a more immediate threat, billets were occupied more densely in order to concentrate the parts of the force and maintain effective command and control, with strong infantry forces closest to the enemy and a security escort allocated to protect the artillery.

• Headquarters were billeted with due account taken of access to telegraph, telephone and road communications. They were marked by flags or other signs or symbols by day and by lanterns at night, with telegraph and telephone stations marked by red boards displaying a large letter ‘T’ in white. At each telegraph station, the communications plan or layout of the area was displayed, also showing the locations of the various elements of the headquarters staff. In the event of a longer stay in a town or village, boards and signposts showing the locations of, and direction to, facilities such as hospitals, key staff officers, ammunition stores, field kitchens and so on would be erected.

• Outlying pickets were established by the infantry to provide security where the enemy threat was considered high, with a reserve quartered close by to support the picket if attacked. The regulations for pickets protecting a billeting area generally accorded with those described earlier for security in the field, dealing with outposts and sentries. But in the case of a billeting area, in addition to preventing a surprise attack, pickets were also required to ensure that soldiers did not stray beyond the designated secure area. Similarly, inlying pickets also had a dual function: providing security for key points, such as the main headquarters, transport lines, and ammunition stocks, as well as maintaining order and discipline within the area. A bugler or trumpeter was allocated to each picket, and in the event of an alarm being sounded due to enemy action an outbreak of fire or some other emergency, troops would move at once to designated assembly places. In order to alert the troops without warning the local population, arrangements were also made to assemble the men without recourse to bugles and trumpets.

• Where the enemy presence was close or a potential security threat was posed by the existing inhabitants, buildings might be demolished to create obstacles or improve fields of fire, some of the walls of buildings used as stabling might be removed to afford ready access to the horses, and the whole emphasis of the plan for occupying the billets would be its defence and the denial of access rather than administrative considerations. By night in such situations the streets might be kept illuminated, either by street lights or torches, or by lights set in the windows of adjacent buildings, with the doors of occupied buildings left open to facilitate the rapid exit of the troops responding to an emergency.



15. FORCES OF OCCUPATION

From the outset of the war, there was a recurring need for troops to occupy, live and work in areas that were still populated by civilians. Certainly large numbers of civilians did vacate areas such as the forward combat zone on the Western Front, either of their own volition or being forced to do so by the military authorities (as was the case in cities such as Lille, Roubaix, Tourcoing and elsewhere in northern France from 1916). Despite this, however, very many troops still encountered the civilian population in the occupied territories on a daily basis as the army advanced or deployed through towns and villages, but especially so on the regular occasions that its units required billets for one or more days. Similarly, in the rear areas many units were permanently based in towns and villages and had routinely to carry out their duties alongside and under the eyes of the residual population of what was by definition a hostile nation.

Whether through the enforced billeting of troops, a concern that the indigenous civilian population might suddenly commit hostile acts against the occupying forces, or the imposition of martial law and sometimes severe sanctions upon an occupied area, the army’s conduct as a force of occupation inevitably attracted criticism and antagonism from the civilian populace. This was particularly so in Belgium and France, occurring also in other theatres of operations, and was clearly at odds with general staff policies for billeting that sought where possible ‘to provide the maximum of comfort for the troops without unduly inconveniencing the inhabitants’ – but such idealistic considerations were frequently ignored in the face of operational needs and realities.281 The interface between civilians and troops also precipitated several of the reprisals and acts of summary justice inflicted by the army that fuelled anti-German propaganda during the war. Prominent amongst such punitive measures were those carried out in response to the actions of francs-tireurs, spies and saboteurs, or as retribution for a wide range of acts judged hostile or disrespectful by the local military authorities. The German army’s obsession with the threat posed by francs-tireurs stemmed from the Franco-Prussian War but more than 40 years later remained as strong as ever. This was exemplified by an entry in the diary of Ludwig Waldbott Graf von Bassenheim, an officer of the Bavarian 16th Reserve Infantry Regiment, in October 1914, in which he noted that during its initial deployment his unit had ‘provided the troops with ropes to hang francs-tireurs: every three men receive a readily prepared noose. The ropes are heavily sought after by the men.’282

Whereas occupied Belgium was administered by a semi-civilian military governing authority (Generalgouvernement), occupied northern France continued to be categorized as a war zone throughout the conflict. This was because the Germans believed that Belgium, with its large Flemish population, could accept and sustain a German form of governance, while France could not. Consequently, the French civilian population remained by definition ‘hostile’, which in turn attracted more rigorous security measures than were adopted in some other areas and theatres of operation.283 The population in German-occupied northern France and that part of Belgium which lay immediately behind the Flanders front numbered some two million civilians. Within the Etappe – the area under military control that stretched from the army rear boundary back to the German border – towns were classified as Etappenhauptorte and villages as Etappenorte. Most of the principal line-of-communication supply depots, staging points for reinforcements, casualty evacuation facilities and so on were sited at or near to Etappenhauptorte. An Etappensinspektion exerted high-level control of the whole Etappe, with Kommandanturen controlling sub-regions and some large urban areas, such as Lille on the Western Front. The Etappenkommandant of a sub-region would usually be of general-officer rank and was responsible for the administration of the area and all aspects of the army’s interface and dealings with the civilian population and any existing civil authorities.

In situations where the administrative commandant (Etappenkommandant) of an occupied sub-region or the commander of a force in transit judged that the local inhabitants might well instigate or support hostile action against the troops billeted in the area, he might impose a curfew, take civilian hostages and hold them until after the force had moved on, or post proclamations specifying the reprisals that would result from any such hostile action. In Lille, on 8 January 1915, a Monsieur Damons of St. André was summarily shot for providing French soldiers with civilian clothes, while on 8 November the same year 16-year-old Léon Trulin of Rue Jeanne Mailotte was shot for spying. At the same time a number of other young people were sentenced to periods of hard labour for taking photographs of the German trenches, and a Monsieur Brackers d’Hugo was also sentenced for concealing weapons.284 Some other examples of the reprisals taken against civilians in Belgium during August 1914 are described in Part II. While inevitably distasteful and hardly conducive to good relations with the local populace, such measures did accord with the principles set out by the general staff in the doctrinal publication Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege.

For the population of northern France, life under German occupation became increasingly more difficult and unpleasant as the war drew on. For the citizens of Lille, the tide of war reached the city on 11 October 1914 when the sound of heavy artillery fire and ground fighting outside the town’s defence perimeter prompted public announcements that ‘the Germans are coming’, which precipitated an evacuation of some of the population. The very next day the city was shelled heavily, with some 4,000 shells falling upon it, and close-quarters infantry fighting erupted in the outer suburbs. The Germans deployed some 40,000 troops and at least 120 guns to capture Lille, and there was therefore a certain inevitability about the early surrender of the city’s garrison of 2,000 French and Algerian troops supported by no more than half a dozen artillery guns. This took place at 17.30 hours on Monday 13 October.

The victorious German forces marched into the city along streets illuminated by burning buildings, with about 1,200 houses in flames or already destroyed. Thus began almost four years of an increasingly oppressive military occupation under military governor Generalmajor Karl von Grävenitz and Lille’s operational commander General Wilhelm von Heinrich, during which Lille was gradually transformed into a huge logistical and military transit centre for the German army on the Western Front. A series of edited285 extracts from the diaries of Maria Degrutère, a Lille schoolmistress, and David Hirsch, a Roubaix businessman, provide a flavour of everyday life under German occupation from the autumn of 1914 to the end of 1916, illustrating some of the realities of military conquest and exemplifying a number of the trials and tribulations experienced by the inhabitants of those cities under military occupation and martial law.


1914

 14 October 1914: Houses blown up with dynamite to prevent fires spreading, because the Germans have shut off the water. 16 October: Clocks put to German time. No vehicles allowed on the streets after eight in the morning. 19 October: Through the night and in the morning German cavalry and infantry marched past, with music and singing; took over the whole street including the pavements. No more butter or lard, and no meat. 20 October: Soldiers and horses billeted with townspeople. There is no electricity. 28 October: 3,500 [more German soldiers] are coming to the La Madeleine [district]. Empty houses being broken up by troops. 31 October: A new poster announced that we are under German administration and describes various ordinances. Cars and motorcycles requisitioned.

1915

 3 September: Germans have ordered a census of Lille and La Madeleine. [They] have just requisitioned copper and wine from Mme F. but did not provide a requisition docket. 8 September: Sale of potatoes forbidden.

1916

 7 January: No more toilet paper in Lille, we use official posters instead. 9 February: It is rather comical to be forced today to watch a great nation like Germany dismantling all the piping in Desbonnet’s little factory. 10 February: A proclamation at Wattrelos states that no person may approach or cross the [Franco-Belgian] frontier on pain of death. This morning a young married woman (22 years of age, two children) was shot while returning from Belgium; it is said that soldiers let her through without firing and then the officer ordered them to kill her. March: No more butter, eggs or milk, no meat and not even potatoes. We have bread but very poor quality. Shops are empty. No more vegetables, no shoes, no cloth. Our staple is rice and it is very difficult to feed the children. The Germans requisitioned all the cows, sheep, pigs and poultry, now they want the rabbits. There is no fuel, a candle costs from 50 centimes to one franc. 2 March: All dog-owners have to register their animals and pay a tax of 40 marks. All inhabitants forbidden to have a light indoors. 7 March: Food scarcer everywhere, there is no meat, potatoes, butter or eggs. 18 March: More than 600 ID [identity] cards were taken from the men who demonstrated at the food shops; so the Germans know who they are and can react harshly. 19 March: Posters announcing ten years in prison for looting food shops. Any gathering in front of the shops is forbidden. 4 April: Military court at Namur sentenced about a dozen people to terms between one month in jail and eight years of penal servitude for failing to report the presence of a French army captain [seeking to evade capture]. 6 April: Two hundred to 300 young men and women taken forcibly for tree felling in the district around Valenciennes, undoubtedly the wood is for making trenches. 7 April: At 23.00 hours last evening, in a house-to-house search, 900 men were brought out and taken early this morning to the station for tree felling or potato planting (or for deportation to Germany?) 8 April: Young people of about eighteen are being recruited for work in Germany. 9 April: Germans continuing to deport people. A number brought to a concentration [sic] camp [i.e., a detention centre] near Sedan, others are working as tree fellers in the woods; one female accompanies every 30 men as a cook. 10 April: Saw 1,800 French civilians at Roubaix arrested and brought at bayonet point to the railway station. 11 April: Seven hundred men and women brought out; they say that they are being sent to Saxony. The German administration has ordered Roubaix city administration to draw up a list of all its employees. 18 April: Men and women being taken away from Lille because they cannot be trusted to leave independently. Sugar and horse meat no longer available. 21 April: They have begun taking away about 1,200 to 1,500 inhabitants, mainly unemployed and about three per cent women as camp cooks. 22 April: Whole district cordoned off and towards 03.00 hours [the soldiers] made house-to-house calls informing those who were to report three hours later at the Motte [factory] in the Rue d’Alger, from where lorries would take them to Sedan, so it was said. 23 April: Whole families sent to other occupied regions. Given 90 minutes to pack 35 kilos including kitchenware. To prevent any uproar, machine-guns were placed in the streets. Deportations from Lille lasted a week, every day German soldiers (twenty per house) arrived at three in the morning with bayonets fixed, forced everybody to get up and took away the men and especially women and girls aged 20 to 35, and nobody knows to where. 24 April: At 06.30 hours the Germans gathered at the Hindenburg Barracks (the Motte factory) all the young aged between sixteen and seventeen, on the pretext of exchanging their ID cards: a large number were detained and their parents informed that they should prepare their packs [for travelling]. 27 April: It is said that the deportations are at an end and the security troops are withdrawing from Roubaix tomorrow. Great consternation in Lille about the deportations. 3 May: New panic because many people believe the Germans intend to confiscate gold, silver and valuable documents. 29 May: Grave shortage of food in Germany, amongst other things it is reported that a German soldier in charge of food supplies stole some to send to his parents. Today, Germans ransacked our house for metal objects, especially copper. They impounded the kitchenwares, copper corners of the porch frame, ceiling lamps, coppered umbrella stand, furniture, scales, pots, weights, etc. 5 June: Poultry owners required to supply the Germans with one egg per three hens daily; if not done, the hens have to be surrendered or eggs bought in to make up the deficiency. 27 June: New proclamations remind us of the old prescriptive measures which have been too widely ignored: [e.g.] being forbidden to carry packages over five kilos. The commanding general in Lille has ordered the mayor to pay the War Levy [to which the mayor had objected, quoting the Hague Convention], threatening that the city’s inhabitants will suffer much more unless it is paid. 29 June: A new poster is advertising for farm workers; the people of Lille fear that it forebodes more forced evacuations. 1 July: Another proclamation: the penalty for killing a rabbit is 1,000 marks and three months in jail. The Germans have ordered the confiscation of all fruit in private possession. 14 August: The deacon of the St. Christophe diocese at Tourcoing has been sentenced to ten years’ military imprisonment for recommending clergy not to [cooperate by] preparing lists enabling the Germans to appropriate copper, bronze and brass (materials of direct use to attack our armies). Children cannot fly a kite any more because it [could be] a signal [to the enemy]. At night it is forbidden to carry any means to make a light. 16 August: Anybody with a bank [deposit] box can only use it with permission of the Germans and accompanied by a German. 28–29 September: Voluntary evacuation into unoccupied France may be allowed, but only women who will be supported in [unoccupied] France, children separated from their parents, and the sick, particularly TB sufferers, qualify. 2 October: The Kommandantur required the Madeleine district to supply 150 workers, the community being fined 1,000 marks daily as it cannot do so. When the fine was not paid on time, hostages were taken, vegetable distribution stopped, and all mechanical farm equipment seized as punishment until the required workers are produced. 2 October: The mayor has been ordered to implement the removal of all clothing and shoes from any unoccupied dwellings. 3 October: All female workers aged eighteen to forty-five are listed, together with men [aged] up to fifty-two; it is assumed that new work service plans are being made. All remaining items of linen, jute, rubber, copper, tin, zinc, oil, etc., cars, bicycles and motorcycles to be declared and listed, with a fine of 50,000 marks or ten years in prison for non-compliance. 5 October: A new poster orders the population to clean their [house] frontages, and those of absent neighbours, by 08.00 hours each morning. 16–17 October: Young men in Roubaix, Tourcoing and Lille from seventeen to twenty-five held, with orders to bring a blanket, clogs, clothing and food for two days. 27 October: Another house search. Two Germans turned the house upside down, the cellar, the outhouse, all the furniture was examined, everything broken apart. They took away a small copper jug (previous concealment of which resulted in a five-mark fine on 27 November) from the outhouse and a small disconnected gas meter. 1 November: A number of industrial workers from Lille, Roubaix and Tourcoing taken to Germany as hostages; they were informed at midday mass and led off at 17.00 hours. 6 December: Twenty per cent of those who had applied to go to unoccupied France can go; 30 kilos of luggage is allowed per person, with everything given to the Germans who seal it and return it at the border; no hand luggage, food or money may be taken. 25 December: A miserable Christmas ...



For the citizens of Northern France this particular period was characterized by several clear trends. Foremost among these were food and clothing shortages (albeit alleviated to a limited extent by successive donations of some food items, together with quantities of shoes and some other clothing, by the United States, which was still a neutral power at that stage), which was exacerbated by German requisitions of anything that might assist the German war effort. As time passed, but markedly so from 1917 when the United States entered the war against Germany, the Allied naval blockade affected not only the Germans but also the populations of German-occupied territories; as the Fatherland’s resources of food and raw materials diminished this caused the military authorities to requisition ever more matériel from the areas occupied by the army. As the occupation continued, the German authorities sought various means to reduce the numbers of civilians still living in the operational area to alleviate the significant and unavoidable administrative burden for the army of sustaining these inhabitants. Later, however, there was a need to increase use of forced labour – both in the occupied area and by deporting workers to Germany – to carry out work directly related to the German war effort. In addition, several tens of thousands of French and Belgian citizens – including women, children and the elderly – were deported and interned in Germany, either as a punishment or as a guarantee of the continued acquiescence of their home countries in meeting the requirements of the occupation forces.

Inevitably, such enforced evacuations, the use of forced labour, restrictive and punitive measures, and other incidents triggered and fuelled various fears and rumours among the people that frequently proved to be unfounded. With the German army’s previous experience with francs-tireurs in France during the latter part of the war of 1870–1 very much in mind, there was throughout the army an ever-present preoccupation with spies, saboteurs and possible threats to military security posed by a French civilian populace that was by definition hostile but which was in reality entirely dominated by an overwhelming military presence that effectively determined almost every aspect of the daily life endured by these people during the occupation years. Despite this, after the initial shock of invasion and occupation had passed, much of the population of occupied France and Belgium understood that, while active collaboration was generally unacceptable, there was little to be gained by exhibiting outright hostility to the Germans day-by-day.286 Over time, therefore, even an attitude of indifference to the occupiers sometimes mellowed into varying degrees of tolerance and a pragmatic acceptance of an albeit unwelcome situation.

Any consideration of the German army as a force of occupation is unavoidably somewhat subjective when viewed primarily from the standpoint of those who were subject to this unwelcome situation from 1914. Nevertheless, it would be naïve not to acknowledge the inevitable and doctrinal prioritization of the operational needs of the German occupiers over those of the civilian populace (especially where locally available resources were involved). Any civil perceptions of a military occupation and the imposition of martial law will almost invariably reflect varying degrees of oppression and hardship rather than highlighting any acts of benevolence, compassion or selflessness on the part of the occupiers. Consequently, it is entirely understandable that the diary entries of Maria Degrutère and David Hirsch are generally critical of the various actions, control measures and reprisals ordered by the Kommandantur and military commanders in their cities and the wider region. Despite this, it is perhaps noteworthy that neither diarist apparently recorded any instances of mindless cruelty or wanton destruction attributable to individual German soldiers. Indeed, on 29 November 1914, Maria Degrutère noted that, ‘The family was together with the Germans [billeted upon us]. They ate all day but were very nice. Those with M. Vermaere gave Suzan chocolate.’287 In similar vein, a diarist in Lille noted in February 1915 that ‘one sees [German] soldiers ordered to escort requisitioning wagons secretly giving poor women several pieces of coal or a small quantity of petrol ... The soldiers who have been billeted in private homes make themselves useful as much as they can, and even share the food that they bring home with the people with whom they stay ... As far as the officers are concerned, they are measured, polite even, when one has to come into contact with them.’288

As ever, politicians and governments make wars with all that this implies, but it is the individual officers and soldiers who are then required to fight them as expeditiously as possible, with any humanitarian considerations necessarily constrained by operational circumstances and priorities. This truism is as valid for the German army of occupation in 1914–18 as it is for the armed forces of any other nation – both in much earlier and in more recent times.


PART IX
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THE END OF THE KAISER’S ARMY

1. HOME IS THE HERO: BERLIN, 14 DECEMBER 1918

The homecoming of one part of the returning German army to the Fatherland in December 1918 was witnessed by a British former prisoner-of-war, Brigadier Hubert Rees, who had been commanding 150th Brigade in the 50th Division of the British army when he was captured at the Chemin des Dames in May 1918. After his release following the declaration of the armistice, he and another former prisoner-of-war found themselves in central Berlin on 14 December. Joining the growing crowds of Germans lining the streets that day, they saw an event somewhat different from that which had taken place almost half a century earlier. On that historic occasion, in March 1871, the Kaiser and his victorious German army had returned home to Berlin as heroes after the crushing defeat and humiliation of France in the Franco-Prussian War. That triumphal homecoming contrasted starkly with what Rees and his companion now witnessed:


We found that the crowds were beginning to line the streets and that the Prussian Guards were about to make their celebrated entry into Berlin. Having a vantage point where our uniforms would not be too conspicuous, we watched the march. Much was subsequently written about their ‘victorious’ entry [to the capital] but the right word seemed to me to be pathetic. It was merely a homecoming. Companies much under strength and composed of boys and men over-age. Officers without swords, who were turned out into the street as soon as they reached their barracks. Weapons rusty and equipment stained. Machine-gun limbers drawn by a motley collection of broken-down horses. Very few Englishmen saw it, yet when we got back to England a few days later, every placard announced ‘Victorious entry of the Prussian Guards into Berlin’.289



A mix of deliberate obfuscation, misrepresentation and well-orchestrated propaganda on the part of the German high command managed to maintain a belief within the army that it remained undefeated on the battlefield – when President Friedrich Ebert greeted units of the Guards on their return to Berlin that December, he did so with the words ‘We welcome you back home with joyful hearts, the enemy did not defeat you.’290 The illusion of an undefeated German army served well the political imperatives of von Hindenburg, the general staff and the officer corps. It was at this time that the so-called ‘stab in the back’ (Dolchstoß) concept was born and promoted by these senior officers. From late 1918 the Dolchstoß propaganda gained considerable momentum as members of the old high command, led by von Hindenburg, energetically attributed the blame for Germany’s defeat to the politicians, war profiteers and various civilian groups, thus establishing and perpetuating the myth of the ‘undefeated German army’. As early as the eve of the armistice in November, the foundation of what would become the Dolchstoß propaganda had been laid by the deputy chief of the general staff, Generalleutnant Wilhelm Groener, when he stated that ‘the army stands splendidly; the poison comes from home’.291

Meanwhile, for a period of several months, various high-level, diplomatic, military and governmental officials among the Allies persisted in crediting their recent foe with a residual military capability that far exceeded Germany’s actual ability to resume fighting.292 The fact that such lingering concerns on the part of the Allies were being voiced during the period when the delegates at Versailles were assembling to determine the future role and capability of Germany’s armed forces was hardly helpful to the army, as these men set about determining – and in every case reducing – its manpower, weapons and equipment and emasculating its command structure.

2. RETRIBUTION AND CONSEQUENCES: THE TREATY OF VERSAILLES

The terms of the post-war peace treaty were announced to the German delegation at Versailles on 7 May 1919. The punitive and arguably humiliating requirements exacted by the Allied powers in 1919 became known just as the fragile government of the new post-war Weimar Republic was beginning to return a measure of control to the country. However, in many cases order was being restored only through the less than ideal use of the overtly right-wing but generally effective Freikorps units – manned almost entirely by recently demobilized soldiers – to suppress the various revolutionary movements that had emerged from the disaster of 1918. The primary targets of the Freikorps troops were the communists, and these battle-hardened veterans rarely held back in their often violent clashes with such political groups, demonstrators or armed activists. Stern measures by the government were perhaps unavoidable if Germany were to prevent a descent into chaos. But then, just as the country was beginning to emerge from the impending nightmare of a socialist revolution, and the possibility that the Fatherland might even become a communist state, the Allied powers at Versailles promulgated the draft conditions to be imposed upon Germany through the peace treaty, precipitating almost three decades of civil unrest in Germany and sowing the seeds of the even more destructive global conflict that would begin in 1939.

Among the Allied delegates, emotive and subjective arguments had in many cases prevailed over more measured, objective and forward-looking proposals during their deliberations, with retribution and recompense high on the Allied list of priorities – especially that of the French government’s delegation. Despite the all-too-obvious evidence of the wholesale death and destruction that had taken place between 1914 and 1918, especially in France and Belgium, and an understandable need to take this fully into account, a number of these edicts were excessively judgemental, vindictive and – as time would prove – positively ill-advised.

In the case of the army specifically, the treaty included a direct attack upon its overall role in the conflict, by impugning its honour and that of its officers and soldiers, its legality as a legitimate combatant, and the integrity of its high command. The relevant clause required Germany to admit its ‘war guilt’ and to arraign its military leaders to answer charges of war crimes. The more specific and detailed provisions and terms contained in the treaty struck deeply into the very core of Germany’s post-war armed forces. In addition to punishing Germany for its aggression in 1914, and by extension its responsibility for all that followed, the Allies’ broad objective at Versailles was to nullify the army’s future ability to conduct offensive operations at any level, as well as disbanding its air force and neutralizing the German navy. If implemented to the letter, it was plain to all in Germany that the treaty would leave the country defenceless. For the veteran officers and soldiers of the Freikorps and those still serving in the regular army, the perceived political betrayals of 1918 – assiduously promoted as the Dolchstoß – were compounded and aggravated by the treaty.

Under the terms of the treaty, the future German army would be manned by no more than 100,000 long-term volunteers, including a maximum of 4,000 officers. This army would be organized into two army groups with a total of seven infantry divisions and three cavalry divisions. Its operational role would be limited to home defence and border security, with any sort of planning or preparation for mobilization forbidden. Building upon the Allies’ desire to exact retribution upon those whom they blamed for instigating and prosecuting the war, the German general staff was to be abolished and the officer corps reduced to the brink of extinction – the Kaiser had already abdicated on 28 November the previous year and by May 1919 was living in exile in the Netherlands.

In place of the old command and general staff organization, a ‘military office’ or Truppenamt would be established to oversee day-to-day administrative matters: it was the Allies’ firm intention that the Truppenamt should have no operational responsibilities beyond that. Versailles also focused upon the professional training of the wider army, the general staff and the officer corps. Apart from one training school for each arm, all military training schools were to close, while the Kriegsakademie and all the officer training academies were also to be abolished. In theory, therefore, Versailles marked the end of the general staff and made the future existence of a viable officer corps virtually impossible.

Having effectively neutralized the army’s command and operational planning capability and its officer and special-to-arm training, the treaty then set out the maximum numbers and types of weapons that the German armed forces would be allowed. With the aim of eliminating the army’s future ability to initiate or conduct offensive operations, it would be denied any heavy weapons – including tanks and heavy artillery of all calibres – and combat aircraft. At the same time, the German navy would reduce to little more than a coastal protection force. It was not by mere chance that the Allies decreed that the principal arm of Germany’s post-war army was to be the cavalry, for after 1914 this was the arm that had been shown to be the least relevant or effective in modern warfare. Finally, the authorized scales of all small-arms – rifles, pistols and light machine-guns – were to be set at the absolute minimum required to provide what the Allies deemed to be a suitable military self-defence or policing capability.

The treaty also significantly affected Germany’s future status within Europe and the wider world, effectively denying Germany secure borders in Europe and destroying its pre-war overseas empire at a stroke. In addition to losing all of its overseas colonies Germany would be deprived of Alsace-Lorraine, along with other frontier territory which would go to Belgium and France. In compensation for the destruction of the French coal-mining industry, France was to assume responsibility for the ‘protection’ of the Saar coal-mining region for at least fifteen years, while the Allied powers would also provide contingents of occupation troops in the Rhineland for the same period as a guarantee of German compliance with the treaty. To the east of the occupied area a demilitarized zone some 50 kilometres wide was also to be established along its entire length. A long-standing desire expressed by Austria to join with Germany by an Anschluß (union) was expressly forbidden. Meanwhile, in Germany’s eastern border region, Poland – a nation against which Germany had long harboured a deep enmity – gained large tracts of German territory, including Danzig, which was now categorized as a ‘free city’. In addition, a plebiscite was to take place to determine whether Silesia, rich in industrial capacity, should in the future be under German or Polish sovereignty.293 Most of Posen, West Prussia and parts of Pomerania would become Polish; East Prussia would be separated from Germany and linked only by a ‘Polish Corridor’; and more than one-and-a-half million German citizens would be ruled by Poland. An Allied Control Commission would be established to oversee German compliance with all the provisions of the treaty.

On 16 June a final text of the treaty was handed to the German delegation: three days later the cabinet rejected it by eight votes to six and resigned. But rejection logically implied an intention to resume hostilities. Von Hindenburg’s opinion on the likely outcome of a resumption of the war was solicited and, although he ‘personally preferred honourable defeat to a shameful peace’,294 he conceded that while the army could successfully hold in the east, it could not simultaneously do so in the west. Generalleutnant Groener, representing the post-war high command, concurred, adding his concern that a return to war would trigger widespread disorder, and the final destruction of the Fatherland and its officer corps. A new government of socialists and centrists was formed under Chancellor Gustav Bauer, and on 22 June its assembly voted by 237 to 138 to authorize the government to sign the treaty but with the provisos that this did not imply recognition or acceptance of German guilt for the war, nor any obligation to surrender the former Kaiser or military officers and other officials for arraignment as war criminals. However, any chance of conciliatory concessions or text amendments being made by the Allied powers at that stage were dashed when the German navy crews at Scapa Flow scuttled the fleet contained at that anchorage, in direct contravention of the armistice terms, while at about the same time Freikorps men in Berlin burnt a number of battle trophies and standards that had been captured from the French and had been due to be returned to Paris. These ill-timed incidents were viewed as evidence of German bad faith by the Allied leaders, with the result that nothing less than an unconditional signing of the treaty was now acceptable.

Consequently, faced with no practicable alternatives, the German government reluctantly accepted the treaty unchanged and unconditionally; just one-and-a-half hours before the final deadline set by the Allies it was duly signed on 28 June. In a final irony, the signing by foreign minister Hermann Müller and minister of justice Johannes Bell took place in the same Hall of Mirrors in which Kaiser Wilhelm I had triumphantly proclaimed the Second German Reich on 18 January 1871. Although the government had been left with no real option, its inescapable involvement with accepting and signing the treaty further weakened both its subsequent ability to govern and its ability to maintain the already tenuous control it exerted over the military forces of what had by then become the ‘Weimar Republic’.295

Through an understandable but ill-judged desire to exact such a telling retribution upon Germany, the Allied powers fuelled the growing sense of indignation, anger and betrayal that swept through Germany in 1919 and created in virtually all sections of the population – civilian and military alike – a unifying sense of outrage that would in due course be successfully exploited by Adolf Hitler and the propagandists of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP), the Nazis. It also provided a revitalized energy and renewed impetus within an army that was certain it had been deeply wronged. In the minds of very many of its former and still-serving officers and soldiers, only with the former capability, power and prestige of the German army re-established could the status, honour and lost territories of the Fatherland be restored, and its historic destiny as the dominant European power achieved.


APPENDIX 1

[image: image]

WEAPONS AND EQUIPMENT

1. SMALL-ARMS AND OTHER HAND-HELD AND MAN-PORTABLE WEAPONS

In addition to the range of small-arms, other hand-held weapons and machine-guns manufactured in Germany for use by its own forces, the army also procured various quantities of foreign weapons, as well as making full use of any weapons that were captured from the Allies. Therefore, unless indicated otherwise, the weapons described in this appendix feature only the principal weapon types used by the army, and which were developed and manufactured by the German armaments industry.

1898 Pattern Rifle – the Gewehr 98 (Gew 98)

The army’s standard rifle, used by the non-commissioned personnel of virtually every arm and service in every theatre of operations, was the bolt-operated Mauser 1898-pattern weapon, known as the Gewehr 98 (or Gew 98). It had a magazine holding five rounds of the various types of 7.92 millimetres ammunition common to several types of small-arms. The Gew 98 could be fitted with a standard bladed bayonet, while pioneer troops were issued with bladed bayonets featuring a serrated back edge for sawing wood. Despite its intended practical application, the serrated edge of the German pioneer soldier’s bayonet was deliberately misrepresented by Allied propagandists as a ‘frightful’ or ‘barbaric’ variation of the standard weapon.

Used with the ‘S’ pattern (Spitze-Munition or Spitze-Geschoß) ammunition described later in this appendix, the Gew 98 was overall a more effective weapon than the British Lee-Enfield rifle and was arguably the best mass-produced rifle produced and used by any nation during the war.296 A carbine version (Karabiner 98 or Kar 98) was also used widely, especially by the cavalry, for whom it was originally developed. Although some older-pattern and single-shot rifles were necessarily utilized by a few third-line units, the Gew 98 and its carbine variant were the principal rifle and carbine used throughout the army during the war.


Gewehr 98 Specifications and Operating Features

Title Gewehr 98.

Calibre 7.92mm.

Weight (unloaded and without bayonet) 4.05kg.

Length 123.4cm.

Barrel length 73.8cm.

Number of barrel grooves (rifling) Four.

Maximum rate of fire In theory, up to 35 or even 40 rounds per minute at the rapid rate was claimed for the Gew 98, although such rates were highly problematical and hardly credible. Realistically, 15 properly aimed shots per minute was usually the best rate that could be achieved, with continuing harassing fire, or fire during skirmishing, usually limited to about 3 rounds per minute. Meanwhile, bursts of up to about 15 rounds delivered at the rapid rate by one or more groups of riflemen might be employed against specific targets, such fire usually being controlled and directed by a fire controller.

Magazine capacity Five rounds (inserted in a metal charger or clip, which then fell away, the rounds being pushed upwards by a spring as the bolt was operated). The magazine was entirely within the rifle’s stock or body, and the loose rounds lay in two vertical rows, one of 2 and the other of 3 rounds. Single rounds could be loaded if required.

Alternative magazine A 20-round detachable external magazine (mounted underneath the existing magazine chamber) was introduced on a limited scale by 1917, with a view to increasing the rifleman’s rate of fire. However, Gew 98 rifles fitted with these magazines proved quite cumbersome to handle and were generally used only in defensive situations, such as in the trenches. The British army Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918) suggested (p.48) that the capacity of this external magazine (Ansteckmagazin) was 25 rounds, not 20; however, this figure probably included the five rounds already in the rifle’s internal magazine.
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Gewehr 98 Rifle, its bayonet and mechanism



Basic operating system With one or more rounds in the magazine, opening the bolt allowed a round to rise and feed into the breech when the bolt went forward. After firing, opening the breech ejected the empty cartridge case and positioned the next round ready to be fed into the breech.

Safety The safety catch at the rear end of the bolt moved left to right and was operated with thumb and forefinger. Its positions were: right, safety on, bolt locked; centre, safety on, bolt able to be opened for loading; left, ready to fire (but only operating in that position when the rifle had been cocked, with the firing-pin spring therefore compressed).

Standard Sights The fore-sight was a simple blade mounted on to its block at right angles to the barrel. The back-sight was graduated at 200 and 300 metres, and in 50-metre increments from 300 to 2,000 metres. Although 600–800 metres was generally considered to be the maximum effective engagement range for most practical purposes, engagements up to and beyond 2,000 metres were nevertheless practicable but depended upon the skill of the firer(s) and fire controller, together with the prevailing visibility and other conditions. The back-sight was in three parts: the graduated sight bed (with notches on the left side in 100-metre increments and those on the right side in 50-metre increments), a slider (with spring-loaded clutches to engage in the sight-bed notches to facilitate sight-setting for different ranges), and a hinged leaf through which aim was taken and aligned with the fore-sight.

Special sights Three rifles fitted with telescopic sights were allocated to each infantry company. Periscope sights and locally made periscopes were also used, particularly in the trenches. Detachable night sights were also available, featuring a fore-sight with a bead of luminous paint and a simple V-shaped back-sight defined by a line of luminous paint.

Bayonet (standard 1917 pattern) Weight (including scabbard): 0.56kg; length 46cm.

Variations of the Kar 98 carbine from the Gew 98

Weight: 3.57kg; length: 109.9cm; barrel length: 59.7cm; sighted up to 2,000m.


1908 Pattern Machine-gun – the Maschinengewehr 08 (MG 08)

Although earlier patterns of this weapon (such as the MG 01 machine-guns found in the pre-war machine-gun batteries of cavalry divisions) were still in service at the start of the war, the 1908-pattern Maxim machine-gun MG 08 quickly superseded these to become the principal crew-served medium (but also frequently described as ‘heavy’) machine-gun used by the army throughout the war. A gun crew of four to six men was required to operate the MG 08 at its maximum effectiveness, with four men established as the basic gun crew of a single MG 08. This machine-gun was the same calibre as the Gew 98 rifle, firing belts of 7.92-millimetre ammunition of various types, including the standard ‘S’ type, tracer and armour-piercing rounds. The MG 08 was mounted on a metal sled (Schlitten), the legs of which could be raised or lowered to adjust the height of the gun in action depending upon whether or not it was fired from behind cover. In the field the MG 08 on its sled could be carried or dragged into position by its gun crew, who were issued with a special harness of straps and metal rings to assist them in doing this. Prior to 1914 and during the early part of the war, the army’s MG 08 guns were manufactured exclusively at Deutsche Waffen und Munitionsfabriken (DWM) plants in Berlin and at nearby Spandau, but by 1917 some were also being manufactured at Nürnberg and Erfurt. Factories specifically established and equipped to repair the MG 08 and various other types of machine-gun were established within German-occupied territory in Brussels-Etterbeek and at Warsaw. About 12,000 MG 08 weapons manufactured by DWM prior to August 1914 were already in service with the army in August 1914. During that year about 200
MG 08 weapons were produced each month, rising to a monthly total of 3,000 by 1916 and to 14,400 by 1917.


MG 08 Specifications and Operating Features

Title Maschinengewehr 08.

Calibre 7.92mm.

Weight Gun: 26.5kg. Detachable sled/tripod mounting: 38.5kg. Gun plus sled, and with the barrel-cooling casing filled with water: 69kg. The all-up weight of a specific sled-mounted MG 08 fully prepared for action might vary from another MG 08 by several kg, depending upon ancillaries, sled type, year of manufacture and any modifications that might have been made to it. A standard steel shield (Schild 08) to protect the MG 08 gun crew was also available and could be adopted as required.

Length 117.5cm.

Barrel length 72cm.

Maximum rate of fire 600 rounds per minute, although 400–500 rounds per minute was more readily achieved in practice.

Ammunition belt A single fabric belt was filled with 250 rounds and weighed 7.20kg. The belt was fed into the gun from right to left. Mixed tracer and ball belts were usually filled with one tracer round for every ten ball rounds.
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MG 08 and gun crew, 1914–15



Cooling system A water jacket holding four litres of water (weight 4kg). The water boiled after continuous firing of 600 rounds, with loss of a further 0.86 litres during the firing of every succeeding 1,000 rounds, necessitating regular refilling during engagements. However, a steam vent on the water jacket did allow some steam to condense and be returned through a tube to the replenishment water can. By 1915 an air-cooled variant of the MG 08 (the IMG 08) had been developed by the Spandau factory for service as an aircraft machine-gun.

Sights A detachable Zielfernrohr 12 (ZF 12) optical sight or prismatic Goerz sight with x 2.5 magnification was provided to each gun, together with a range calculator. Various numbers of tripod-mounted optical range finders were allocated to all MG 08 units. The maximum effective range for normal engagements was 2,000 metres, although targets at up to 3,600 metres might be engaged with indirect fire. However, the MG 08 was generally at its most devastating at ranges at, and up to, 500 metres. Various MG 08 telescope sights were also developed and used during the war. Anti-aircraft sights comprised a circular fore-sight with cross-wires and a ‘V’-shaped back-sight that was attached to the in-place fixed back-sight. To assist gun crews with the observation of their own gun’s fire, a set of field glasses (usually the Fernglas 08 pattern) was provided for each MG 08.
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MG 08 carried on the sled mounting



1908/1915 Pattern Light Machine-gun: the Maschinengewehr 08/15 (MG 08/15)

The clear need for a more portable machine-gun resulted in the development of a light machine-gun, and the prototype of a weapon based upon a much modified MG 08 was first tested in 1915. This new light machine-gun was designated MG 08/15. Gone was the heavy iron sled, which was replaced by a short metal bipod, while the MG 08/15 was now fitted with a pistol grip and wooden butt or stock, the gun being designed to be shoulder-controlled and fired from the prone position. Despite its significantly reduced weight (18 kilograms) compared with the MG 08, it retained the original belt-fed ammunition and water-cooled system of that machine-gun, which meant that it was quite cumbersome in action and still required a crew of at least four men lying alongside the gun to operate it effectively, although the gun could be carried and operated by one man for short periods of time. In any event, the MG 08/15 was accepted into service and issued widely from March 1917, first appearing on the battlefield in April 1917, when it quickly proved its worth against French forces during their Chemin des Dames offensive that month. Initially, these guns were issued on a scale of three per infantry company, with an NCO and 8 men established as a light machine-gun group or team for each MG 08/15, although this could readily be reduced to an NCO and 4 or 5 men in practice. Subsequently the allocation of guns was increased to six per infantry company, with two guns for each platoon and a wagon provided for each infantry battalion specifically to transport these weapons and the additional armourer support to maintain them.
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MG 08/15 Light Machine Gun



The basic firing characteristics of the MG 08/15 were generally the same as those of the MG 08, although its configuration, the lack of a heavy base or tripod, and its role as a light machine-gun meant that it was inevitably much less accurate than the MG 08 beyond about 500 metres. Also, while its theoretical maximum rate of fire was 400 to 500 rounds per minute, fire from the MG 08/15 was usually delivered in short bursts – it was not intended to be used as a sustained fire or indirect fire machine-gun but as a close-support machine-gun for the infantry. The issue of a sling and 100-round drum magazine (Patronenkasten 16) for the MG 08/15 increased its portability and provided more options for the tactical employment of the gun, including firing bursts of automatic fire from the hip while advancing. Suitably modified versions of the MG 08/15 were also used on combat and reconnaissance aircraft.

The overall effectiveness of the MG 08/15 was illustrated by the fact that some 130,000 of these guns were manufactured during the war, mainly at the government armaments factories at Spandau and Erfurt, and that infantry regiments were equipped with four times as many MG 08/15 guns (72 guns, with 6 per company) than the heavier MG 08 guns by 1918.

1908/1918 Pattern Light Machine-gun: the Maschinengewehr 08/18 (MG 08/18)

A further important development was the production for ground-role use of the air-cooled version of the MG 08/15 light machine-gun that had been adopted for aircraft (air-cooled versions of the much heavier MG 08 were already in use on combat aircraft in 1915). This new light machine-gun was designated the MG 08/18, and it was used in small numbers during the final months of the war. However, it arrived too late to fulfil its potential. Although the air-cooled MG 08/18 weighed 14.4 kilograms overall – having finally removed the need for a cooling water jacket – its barrel was somewhat heavier than that of the MG 08/15. Changing that barrel when it did overheat (usually after some 200 rounds had been fired) was a particularly difficult procedure, which was impracticable in many field situations. In that case, the only pragmatic solution was to accept that the gun was not fired again until the barrel had time to cool down.

Madsen Light Machine-gun: the Muskete Automatic Rifle

The light machine-gun issued to the army’s Musketen-Bataillone (described in Part VI) in 1915 was a 7.92-millimetre calibre version of the Danish Madsen light machine-gun or automatic rifle. This weapon was reliable, but it employed several technological features that made it expensive to manufacture, maintain and repair. In the German army this weapon was used primarily by infantry and mountain infantry units and later by assault units and Sturmbataillone, although in due course the widespread introduction of the MG 08/15 tended to supersede and limit further issues of what was generally known as the Muskete automatic rifle. The air-cooled Muskete weighed just 9.07 kilograms and was 114.3 centimetres long, with a barrel length of 58.4 centimetres. It had a rate of fire of 450 rounds per minute and was fed by detachable box magazines holding 25, 30 or 40 rounds. The standard sights of the Muskete were quite rudimentary, comprising a ‘V’ back sight and post foresight. Its maximum effective range was about 500 metres, but short bursts of fire delivered up to that range with the gun firmly supported on its folding bipod could be extremely accurate.

Bergmann 1915 Pattern Light Machine-gun: the Maschinengewehr 15 (MG 15)

Although the Bergmann Waffenfabrik Industriewerke company based in Suhl, led by its principal small-arms designer Louis Schmeisser, had been developing machine-guns lighter than the MG 08 since 1901, it was not until 1915 that the army’s pressing need for a viable light machine-gun enabled the company to produce its 7.92-millimetre calibre, belt-fed, air-cooled light machine-gun: this was the Bergmann Pattern 1915 light machine-gun, or MG 15. Initially, it proved unreliable during trials and so was re-designed by Schmeisser as the Bergmann Pattern 1915 New Model (neuer Art) Maschinengewehr (MG 15 n.A.). Although these modifications were successful, and the MG 15 n.A. was issued to combat units from 1916, its use was not as widespread as that of the MG 08/15. It was mainly employed on the Eastern Front, where light machine-gun sections, each of an officer and 44 men, were organized into three sub-sections, with each sub-section manning three MG 15 n.A. guns. These light machine-gun sections were provided with two 2-horsed transport wagons and artificer support.

The Bergmann MG 15 n.A. weighed 12.9 kilograms, including its bipod, with an overall length of 112 centimetres and a barrel length of 71.6 centimetres. It could be fired only in automatic mode and utilized the MG 08/15 bipod, or alternatively was mounted on a lightweight tripod. Its rate of fire was 550 rounds per minute, and its maximum effective range was about 400 metres, which was also the maximum range provided by its standard sights. After firing 300 rounds at the rapid rate it was necessary to allow the barrel time to cool down.

Bergmann 1918 Pattern Machine Pistol: the Maschinenpistole 18 (MP 18)

Although it did not enter service until 1918, the Bergmann machine pistol was a particularly significant new weapon both in terms of its practical effectiveness and of the historical importance of the submachine-gun concept it embodied. The weapon designed by Hugo Schmeisser (a son of Louis Schmeisser) of the Bergmann Waffenfabrik armaments firm was developed in response to a general staff requirement stated in 1915 for an automatic weapon for use by the Stoßtruppen and other assault troops engaged in close combat and trench warfare. What emerged was the 9-millimetre calibre Bergmann Maschinenpistole 18 (MP 18), which was the first mass-produced model of an entirely new class of small-arms weapon. Unlike the various light machine-guns of earlier years, the MP 18 machine-pistol provided the individual infantryman with the means of immediately producing a high rate of automatic fire from a genuinely lightweight, hand-held weapon that could be readily utilized in confined spaces such as trenches, buildings and bunkers and was unconstrained by any need for belted ammunition or a gun crew to support or maintain it in action. At least 5,000 MP 18 guns were produced and issued to combat units during 1918, although as many as 10,000 may have been manufactured by the end of the war. It quickly proved its worth in trench warfare, urban combat and other close-quarters fighting, but particularly during the Kaiserschlacht offensive from March 1918, where these machine pistols were used to particularly good effect by the assault units, demonstrating the superiority of the machine pistol over the rifle when employed by attacking troops.

The MP 18 weighed just 4.18 kilograms, was 83.2 centimetres long and had a barrel length of 20 centimetres. It was air cooled through its perforated barrel casing and featured a wooden butt and stock, with a cocking handle on the right side. The MP 18 had a rate of fire of up to 500 rounds per minute, with its 9-millimetre Parabellum297 ammunition fed from a 32-round detachable drum magazine mounted on the left side of the gun. The immediate popularity of the MP 18 with the Stoßtruppen and its clear effectiveness as a close-quarters weapon were very evident, and the concept it employed provided the basis for the development of several other submachine-guns well beyond 1918.298 Only its appearance relatively late in the war prevented the MP 18 from realizing its full potential in service with the Kaiser’s army.

Mauser Anti-tank Rifle 1918 – the Tankgewehr 1918 (T-Gewehr)

The army’s only hand-held weapon designed and produced specifically to counter the threat posed by armoured vehicles and to enable the engagement of positions protected by armour plate was the Mauser anti-tank rifle, the Tankgewehr 1918 (T-Gewehr). It entered widespread service in February 1918, the first T-Gewehr having been produced during the previous month. Some 15,800 of these weapons were eventually manufactured – an indication of the general staff’s somewhat belated recognition of the significance of the burgeoning threat posed by the Allies’ armoured forces.

This single-shot, bolt-operated weapon had a calibre of 13.2 millimetres and was fired from the prone position with the gun supported on a bipod mount. Later a few of these rifles were equipped with a magazine. It featured a wooden butt, stock and pistol grip, and in most respects looked like a basic, but clearly fairly substantial, bolt-action rifle. Development of an effective anti-tank rifle was prompted by the appearance of Allied Mark IV tanks in June 1917, when use of the existing 7.92-millimetre armour-piercing small-arms ‘K’ round proved ineffective against their armour. The weapon was sighted to 500 metres in 100-metre increments, with an iron blade foresight and tangent or leaf back sight, and it was effective to a maximum range of 500 metres. The basic T-Gewehr was 169 centimetres in length and weighed 15.9 kilograms, but 18.5 kilograms when it was loaded and with the bipod fitted: consequently it was operated as a two-man weapon with both men trained to fire the gun. Firing the special 13.2-millimetre armour-piercing round with its hardened steel core and high velocity produced a significant recoil, and in some cases (especially if the weapon was held loosely or had to be fired with the firer lying other than directly in line with the weapon) this risked dislocating the firer’s shoulder or even breaking his collar bone, as no technology – such as a padded rear for the butt or a muzzle brake – had been applied to the T-Gewehr to reduce this effect. The effectiveness of the T-Gewehr against tanks varied. A lucky shot might well penetrate a weak point such as a vision slot, a gun port or a weakness in the main armour; however, a direct hit that did not actually penetrate the armour could still create a potentially lethal scab of metal, which would fly about inside the tank causing casualties among its crew.

1908 Pattern Luger Pistol – the Pistole Parabellum 1908 (P 08)

Large numbers of various types of revolver and automatic pistol were used by the army, being purchased or issued primarily to officers, Sturmtruppen, and certain cavalrymen, artillerymen and other troops, the nature of whose day-to-day work made a pistol the most appropriate weapon for their personal protection and the efficient conduct of their duties in the field. Among the most commonly used pistols were the Mauser M96 7.63-millimetre automatic pistol, which was carried in a wooden holster that doubled as a stock or butt, the Reichsrevolver M 97 and M 1883, and the Mauser M 1912 automatic pistol. However, the best-known and arguably the pistol most widely used by the army during the war was the 1908 pattern semi-automatic pistol, the P 08 Luger, which employed a toggle-locked recoil-operated concept and was produced mainly at Spandau and Erfurt by the Deutsche Waffen und Munitionsfabriken (DWM) armaments manufacturer.

Designed by Georg J. Lueger, and originally made with the name ‘Borchardt-Lueger’ (later shortened to ‘Luger’), the first Lugers manufactured by DWM were produced in 1900 with a calibre of 7.65 millimetres. In due course the P 08 was produced in several variants and with a range of optional ancillaries, while its acceptance by the army in 1908 as a replacement for the Reichsrevolver also resulted in the P 08 that was adopted by the army being manufactured to fire 9-millimetre Parabellum ammunition. The standard P 08 Luger pistol weighed just under one kilogram (871 grams) and was 22.2 centimetres in length, with a barrel 9.5 centimetres long. On the standard P 08 Luger, up to eight rounds of 9-millimetre Parabellum ammunition were contained in a removable box magazine within the pistol grip. The maximum effective range of the P 08 was generally 50 metres, although it remained accurate to about 75 metres. However, its theoretical maximum range was 1,100 metres, and a variant designed to engage targets at greater distances was produced primarily for the artillery. This particular version of the P 08 had a 20 centimetres barrel, a detachable wooden butt or stock and a 32-round drum magazine (Trommelmagazin), as well as a tangent rear sight calibrated up to 800 metres fitted in place of the standard fixed iron sight.

During the war, experiments with the P 08 to convert it to a fully automatic machine pistol proved unsuccessful, as its rate of fire in automatic mode was excessively fast – with consequent problems for the firer of accuracy, weapon control and ammunition supply – and its Mauser counterpart (the M 96-pattern automatic pistol) was eventually developed to provide this capability.
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Luger P 08 Pistol



Small-arms Ammunition

Several types of 7.92-millimetre ammunition were used in the army’s standard Gew 98 rifle and its Maxim, Bergmann, Madsen machine-guns and light machine-guns, providing an important level of small-arms ammunition standardization between the principal small-arms weapons manufactured by Germany and in widespread use throughout the army.299 This had clear advantages for the ammunition supply system and general staff logistical planning. When the Bergmann MP 18 entered service in 1918, its use of the same 9-millimetre Parabellum round used in the P 08 Luger and Mauser M 1912 pistols maintained the principle of ammunition commonality wherever practicable, with 7.92 and 9 millimetres continuing as the main small-arms weapon calibres used by the army throughout the war. Only a few special-purpose applications (such as the 13.2-millimetre Mauser anti-tank rifle) and the army’s pragmatic use of foreign or some pre-1914 weapons provided exceptions to this general principle. Detailed specifications of the main types of small-arms ammunition are shown in the table overleaf.

In April 1917 it was announced that up to one-third of S-type ammunition would in the future be manufactured with coppered steel cartridge cases in order to reduce the amount of brass required by the armaments industry; this modified design of 7.92-millimetre ammunition was only to be used in rifles, not automatic weapons such as machine-guns. Despite this policy – which was forced by Germany’s diminishing access to raw materials and the country’s consequent inability to produce sufficient brass – the widespread issue of brass-cased small-arms ammunition continued to the end of the war.

Grenades and Grenade Launchers

A range of blast, fragmentation, smoke, gas and rifle grenades detonated variously by percussion or time fuze appeared in the army’s inventory during 1914–18, with any existing stocks of less effective pre-war pattern hand grenades – such as the ‘paddle grenade’, which was a forerunner of the well-known stick grenade – largely used up during the first two years of the war. Although the rifle and bayonet are perhaps more readily associated with close combat in World War I, grenades were quite often the soldier’s weapon of choice. This was especially so in the assault, where protracted clashes at close quarters between small parties of troops were frequently decided by the accuracy and distances achieved by the opposing grenade throwers, as well as by the advantages conferred upon the side that had with it the larger quantity of grenades. Although the ‘stick grenade’ or ‘potato masher’ was probably the best known type of grenade employed by the German army during the war, it was but one of several types that were widely used, and this was often to devastating effect where grenades were detonated within the confines of a trench system, building or bunker.300 Assault units also made extensive use of percussion grenades, but the relative predictability and inherent safety of hand grenades detonated by use of a time fuse meant that these grenades were generally more popular with the troops than those detonated by impact.

Main Types of Small-Arms Ammunition in use by the Army (1914–1918)


  
	Ammunition

	Description

	Application



  
	S-type (Spitze-

	Lead core, cased in steel coated with

	Gew 98 (and some earlier



  
	Munition or

	cupro-nickel. The brass cartridge

	pattern rifles), MG 08, MG



  
	Spitze-Geschoß)

	case was filled with graphite

	08/15, Bergmann MG 15 n.A.,



  
	7.92mm

	nitrocellulose flakes, with the letter

	1915 Muskete, MG 08/18.



  
	 

	‘S’ on its base and the central

	 



  
	 

	percussion cap edged with black

	 



  
	 

	lacquer for identification purposes.

	 



  
	 

	The round was 2.8 centimetres long,

	 



  
	 

	and its weight 10 grams. Muzzle

	 



  
	 

	velocity 865 metres per second.

	 



  
	R-type (Rillen-

	As for the S-type, but modified by

	As for S-type. From 1917 all



  
	Munition) 7.92mm

	the addition of a groove (Rille)

	S-type ammunition was



  
	 

	around the lower end of the bullet,

	manufactured with the R-type



  
	 

	into which the top of the case was

	groove modification.



  
	 

	crimped, thereby avoiding stoppages

	 



  
	 

	caused by bullets becoming loose in

	 



  
	 

	the cartridge case.

	 



  
	K-type (K-Munition

	As for the S-type, but with a

	As for S-type. K-type



  
	or Spitz mit Kern

	hardened steel core (Kern) set in

	ammunition was employed



  
	(S.m.K)) 7.92mm

	lead and the bullet slightly less

	against aircraft, light armoured



  
	armour-piercing

	pointed and longer, being set

	vehicles, loopholes, snipers,



  
	 

	deeper into the cartridge case than

	bunkers, fortified buildings,



  
	 

	that of the standard S-type round.

	etc., protected by steel plates,



  
	 

	There was a red lacquer edging

	but primarily against tanks.



  
	 

	around the percussion cap on the

	 



  
	 

	cartridge base, with a letter ‘K’ also

	 



  
	 

	stamped on the base.

	 



  
	L.S. Munition

	As for the K-type, but with half of the

	As for K-type, with the tracer



  
	(Leuchtspurmunitio

	steel-core bullet containing tracer

	feature enabling the bullet’s



  
	n) 7.92mm armour-

	material, its base closed with a brass

	path to be seen from about 30



  
	piercing tracer

	washer through which the burning

	metres up to ranges of 550



  
	 

	tracer material was expelled. The only

	metres.



  
	 

	feature distinguishing the Leuchtspur

	 



  
	 

	(luminous or light tracing) round

	 



  
	 

	from the ‘K’ type was (in some cases)

	 



  
	 

	a darkened colouring near the point

	 



  
	 

	of L.S. Munition. The rim of the

	 



  
	 

	percussion cap was lacquered red.

	 



  
	Brand-Munition

	As for the L.S. Munition, but with a

	As for L.S. Munition, wherever



  
	7.92mm incendiary

	steel-cased bullet coppered inside

	an armour-piercing effect was



  
	tracer

	and out, the forward part filled with

	not applicable but tracer and



  
	 

	yellow phosphorous sealed with a

	incendiary effects were



  
	 

	lead plug. The rim of the percussion

	required.



  
	 

	cap was lacquered black.

	 



  
	9mm Parabellum

	Blunt-nosed, brass-cased bullet, with

	P 08 Luger, Mauser M 1912



  
	 

	the cartridge and bullet overall length

	and other pistols, and the MP



  
	 

	2.9cm and weight 12.5 grams. The

	18 submachine-gun.



  
	 

	bullet alone weighed 8 grams. Muzzle

	 



  
	 

	velocity about 350 metres per second.

	 



  
	13.2mm anti-tank

	Hardened steel core bullet set into a

	Mauser M 1918 T-Gewehr



  
	 

	semi-rimmed brass cartridge case,

	anti-tank rifle.



  
	 

	weighing 51.5 grams. Muzzle

	 



  
	 

	velocity 780 metres per second.

	 






Grenades (1913–1918)

Ball hand grenades (Kugelhandgranate) The Kugelhandgranate M1913, widely in service when the army entered the war, comprised a cast iron sphere featuring deep grooves that resulted in up to 80 flying metal segments when the grenade exploded. It weighed one kilogram, including a 450-gram charge of black powder, barium nitrate and potassium perchlorate. Due to its weight, this grenade could not normally be thrown more than about 15 to 20 metres, but the use of a spring-based launcher could project it up to about 250–300 metres.

The grenade had a seven-second or five-second fuse, which was ignited by pulling a brass wire attached to a friction device. The igniter mechanism was screwed into the centre of the grenade in place of its transit plug when it was prepared for use.

In 1915 a Kugelhandgranate M 1915 was introduced, featuring a simplified fragmentation pattern for the case, to assist mass production. Subsequently a Kugelhandgranate M 1915 Neuer Art (Kugelhandgranate M 1915 n.A. or n/A) entered service, with the fragmentation pattern on the casing further simplified to aid their large-scale manufacture.

Large numbers of Kugelghandgranate were manufactured, and when they were superseded by the Stielhandgranate and Eierhandgranate quantities of these stocks were recycled and modified as anti-tank grenades (using more powerful explosives) and as percussion grenades. These applications proved generally less successful than had been hoped.

Stick hand grenades (Stielhandgranate) The M 1915 Stielhandgranate produced primarily a blast effect radiating to about 15 metres on open ground. This grenade comprised a cylindrical canister of thin steel-plate 10.5cm to 12cm long with a diameter of 7.2cm, containing an explosive charge of about 250 grams, made up (typically) of black powder, potassium perchlorate, barium nitrate or ammonium nitrate and aluminium powder. The chemicals used varied between the numerous private manufacturers contracted to supply these weapons, with more powerful explosive chemicals replacing ammonium nitrate from the end of 1916. The canister was usually coated with paraffin wax to provide a degree of waterproofing and was mounted on a hollow wooden handle 24 to 26 centimetres in length. A metal clip on the side of the casing was provided so that the grenade could be carried on a waist belt or strap. The complete grenade weighed 820 grams.

To ignite the grenade’s fuse, a cord visible on the bottom of the handle was pulled out. This in turn pulled a wire within a friction tube, and by friction this action ignited a time fuse that burned for five-and-a-half or seven seconds (depending upon the type of grenade and fuse used). Fuses that burned for as little as three seconds were also available.

These grenades usually landed head-down when lobbed at a target, so a percussion version of the Stielhandgranate was also developed and came into service at the end of 1915, detonation being achieved by means of a spring-powered plunger activated by the grenade hitting the ground.

In 1916 a steel-handled version of the Stielhandgranate entered service and was known as the ‘Wilhelm’ M 1916 Stielhandgranate. During the same year improved percussion and time-fused M 1916 versions of the earlier M 1915 Stielhandgranate were introduced, featuring improved waterproofing and with a screw-cap covering access to the cord on the friction-ignited M 1916 grenade. More powerful explosives were adopted for the charge in M 1916 pattern grenades. By the time that a 1917 Stielhandgranate entered service, the cylinder’s length and diameter had been reduced and standardized at 11cm and 6cm respectively, with stamped cylinders replacing the earlier crimped steel plate types.

Although the Stielhangranate was a good general-purpose grenade for defensive and offensive use, all types were heavy and quite cumbersome.

Egg hand grenades (Eierhandgranate) Although used throughout the army, the Eierhandgranate was initially developed for assault units as a lighter and smaller grenade than the Stielhandgranate and Kugelhandgranate. Weighing 318 grams, this egg-shaped and hen-egg-sized blast grenade featured a thin cast-steel metal casing, painted black. The 6cm-long casing had a diameter of 4.6cm and contained a 32-gram charge of black powder, potassium perchlorate, barium nitrate and aluminium powder. The grenade’s size and weight allowed an average man to throw the grenade up to about 50 metres. Ignition was by friction once a cap on the grenade had been unscrewed, with five- or eight-second fuse options available; the latter fuse was designed specifically for use when the Eierhandgranate was projected from a grenade launcher.

The M 1916-pattern Eierhandgranate was first used on the battlefield during a counterattack against British troops at Thiepval on the Somme in July 1916, where it played a key part in the recapture of trenches lost earlier that day.

A modified pattern Eierhandgranate with a metal belt fitted about the formerly smooth casing entered service in 1917. This belt was indented with fragmentation grooves, which in addition to improving the grenade’s lethality also made it easier to handle. The modified grenade was designated Eierhandgranate M 1917 Neuer Art (Eierhandgranate M 1917 n.A. or n/A).

Disc hand grenades (Diskushandgranate) In 1915 two types of disc-shaped hand grenade were introduced in response to a need for percussion grenades designed specifically for offensive use and defensive use, the former producing a small area of lethality and the latter a much greater area.

The M 1915 offensive Diskushandgranate comprised a discus-shaped casing of thin steel plate, containing 130 grams of explosive and weighing 420 grams overall. It relied upon blast rather than fragmentation for its effectiveness. From around the edge of the casing projected the ends of six small tubes, four of which acted as sensors to detonate the grenade if any one was struck. Of the remaining two tubes, one contained the grenade detonator and the other held the grenade’s safety bar or pin – its removal arming the grenade just before it was thrown.

The M 1915 defensive Diskushandgranate used the same method of detonation but was smaller than the offensive grenade and used a smaller (20 grams) explosive charge, with an overall weight of 360 grams, allowing it to be thrown greater distances. Unlike the thin steel plate used for the offensive grenade, the defensive version had a cast-iron casing, deeply grooved for maximum fragmentation.

Both types of Diskushandgranate usually had to be thrown with a ‘skimming’ action rather than a lob in order to ensure that at least one of the prongs impacted properly and detonated the grenade. The unique configuration of these tubes or prongs and the overall shape of the Diskushandgranate attracted its nickname of ‘Turtle grenade’ among Allied troops.

Gas hand grenades (Handgasbombe) All types were manufactured to a common size and shape, being a thin metal cylindrical casing with a diameter up to 10 centimetres. This contained about 0.4 litres of chemical liquid, which was sometimes held in a porcelain liner. The grenades usually included a small charge of black powder and a time fuse ignited by a friction striker. Detonation of the charge dispersed the chemical contents of the grenade. Generally, these grenades varied only in their chemical contents and effects. In late 1917, three main types of Handgasbombe were in service: the Type B Handgasbombe (tear-gas grenade, containing mono-and dibrommethylethylketone, identifiable by a red ‘B’ on the casing); the Type C Handgasbombe (lethal and tear-gas grenade, containing methylsulphuric chloride, identifiable by red ‘Gas C’ on the casing; and the Type R Reizgasbombe (tear-gas grenade, identifiable by a red ‘R’ on the casing).

Smoke hand grenade (Nebelbombe) The Type N Nebelbombe in general use in 1917 and 1918 was the same size and shape as the gas grenades and was ignited and detonated in the same way. The Nebelbombe produced a dense cloud of white smoke that could cover movement or force opposing forces out of a trench, bunker or similar. Its principal chemical content was chlorosulphonic acid, and the smoke it generated had a short-term irritant effect. The Nebelbombe was identifiable by a letter ‘N’ or the word ‘Nebel’ (literally, ‘fog’) on its casing.

Rifle grenades The army’s M1913-pattern rifle grenades (i.e., those projected from a standard rifle) featured an aerodynamically shaped cylindrical iron casing 4 millimetres thick and weighing 900 grams, segmented or grooved to facilitate fragmentation and filled with a 70-gram explosive charge of ammonium nitrate. A steel rod was fixed to the base of the grenade, which was inserted into the rifle barrel. The firer then placed the butt of his rifle on the ground or against a suitably firm surface, estimated the trajectory required for the grenade to reach his target, and angled the rifle accordingly. Then, using a blank cartridge to propel it, the grenade was forced out of the barrel when the rifle fired. At the moment of firing, the grenade was armed by its forward movement, with an internal detonating mechanism activated, which then exploded on impact. The M1913 grenade’s aerodynamic shape often resulted in it being projected too far and burying itself in soft ground on impact, so a 9cm removable disc was developed which could be screwed to the top of the grenade’s body to obviate this problem.

The M1914 rifle grenade sought to overcome the failings of the M1913. The M1914 pattern was slightly larger, but with the same overall weight due to a reduction in the size of the explosive charge. It had a more sophisticated inertial arming system and much more effective percussion fuse, thus employing several of the principles used in artillery shells. It also featured a detachable concave metal disc that could be added to the base of the grenade cylinder to reduce the range by 25 or 50 per cent, depending upon how the disc was fitted.

However, although widely used during much of the war, these fairly unsophisticated rod-type grenades remained quite inaccurate and still tended to bury themselves in soft ground, with their explosive effect largely neutralized or with the grenade failing to detonate. In addition, the need to use a blank cartridge to fire these grenades all too often resulted in serious or fatal accidents on the battlefield, when a soldier mistakenly loaded and fired a standard round instead of a blank cartridge.

By 1918 a new type of rifle grenade, the Karabinergranate 1917, was in service (copying a type already in use by the Allies), providing greater accuracy, range and consistency. This utilized a metal cup or holder about 30cm in overall length (including the 13cm cup and its 13cm tubular stem), which fitted over the rifle muzzle and was secured by a collar. From this cup a cylindrical fragmentation grenade (diameter approximately 6cm and weighing 440 grams, including 36 grams of explosive) could be projected up to 200 metres by a firer using a standard round instead of a blank cartridge. This particular sort of rifle grenade was bored out centrally, so that when the rifle was fired the bullet passed right through the grenade, igniting its fuse, with the expanding follow-on gases in the rifle barrel forcing the grenade from the cup and projecting it towards its target.

Grenade launcher (Granatwerfer) Although not a rifle grenade launcher as such, and therefore a small trench mortar in fact, the Austrian-designed grenade launcher modified and adopted by the German army in 1915 as the Granatwerfer Model F, M 1916 projected various types of suitably designed grenades from a small (45 kilograms) metal launcher and baseplate that resembled a miniature mortar, but with the grenade’s tail unit fitting over the launch assembly on to a projector rod rather than inside a barrel. A blank cartridge fitted into the base of the grenade provided its propellant charge, this cartridge being fired by a spring-based firing pin on the Granatwerfer when the firer pulled a cord lanyard.

The Granatwerfer usually fired various types of steel-cased fragmentation grenades weighing 2.45 kilograms (including 200 grams of explosive) up to 250 metres. The Granatwerfer grenades were aerodynamically shaped and had three or four tail fins to aid stability and accuracy, and the grenade detonated when the percussion fuse at its nose struck the ground. The particular accuracy of this device also permitted its use to fire message-bearing projectiles when the tactical situation prevented more conventional means of communication.

In addition to the standard fragmentation grenade, a slightly larger fragmentation grenade was also used, which incorporated a secondary explosive feature at the grenade’s nose that detonated a fraction of a second before the main detonation; this threw the grenade upwards as it detonated, producing a much-increased shrapnel effect over a greater area.



As well as being used as conventional hand grenades, many of these grenades could also be reconfigured, combined with others or adapted to provide booby-traps and improvised demolition charges. Inevitably, the army also utilized captured Allied hand grenades as and when they became available, as well as improvising hand grenades by packing empty metal cans with explosives and scrap metal and the addition of a friction-ignited time fuze. Such explosive devices were sometimes wired firmly on to a piece of wood in imitation of the issue-pattern Stielhandgranate.

Grenade launchers that did not use a rifle to provide the projector and propellant force might reasonably have been categorized as trench mortars (Minenwerfer) rather than as grenade launchers. The Granatwerfer Model F (M 1916) was one such weapon. Another Austrian-designed grenade launcher that resembled a small trench mortar was the 3.9-centimetre rapid-fire six-barrel Granat-Schnellwerfer. This weapon projected salvoes of up to 6 high-explosive percussion grenades to ranges between 150 and 600 metres, with a theoretical capability to fire between 50 and 120 grenades per minute. Although not widely adopted, the Granat-Schnellwerfer was used to a limited extent by the German army on the Western Front.

Flamethrowers

Germany had pioneered the development of flamethrowers (Flammenwerfer) and the direct use of flame as a weapon since the final years of the nineteenth century, and mechanical engineer and inventor Richard Fiedler had first patented his flame-throwing device on 25 April 1901. Subsequently, Feidler demonstrated a viable flame projector to the Prussian engineering committee in Berlin in 1905, having previously been given funding by the army high command to develop his flamethrower concepts. Eventually, in September 1909, Fiedler successfully demonstrated a static heavy flamethrower and a lighter two-man portable flamethrower to representatives of the war ministry, engineering committee and general staff. During the same period of time, Bernhard Reddemann, an engineer, reserve officer and professional firefighter, had also been working on developing a military flamethrower, and in 1908 Fiedler and Reddemann met. Thereafter, and during the first months of the war, they continued to cooperate to develop suitable flamethrowers and flamethrower tactics for the army.

The operating system employed in all flamethrowers involved the fuel (usually a mixture of oil and petrol) being propelled by pressurized gas (usually air, carbon dioxide or nitrogen), with the method of ignition either automatic or manual depending upon the type of flamethrower. Separate containers were usually required for the fuel-oil and for the propellant gas (which was usually nitrogen in portable systems). Although the destructive effects of flamethrowers could be devastating, especially where they were directed against bunkers and trenches, the psychological fear that could be engendered by their use or the threat of their use often far exceeded the actual capability of this weapon.

Early during the war, the heavy flamethrower, the Großflammenwerfer M 1912 (Grof M 1912), was deployed in various emplacements to deny ground to an attacker and to deter attacks in that area by its very presence being known to the opposing forces. The Großflammenwerfer used canisters of gas and fuel to produce an intensely hot jet of flame up to about 40 metres, each canister providing about one minute of fire. Despite being effective in this role, the Großflammenwerfer illustrated the limitations upon all types of flamethrower throughout the war – their relatively short range and very high consumption of fuel-oil, which produced a requirement for large amounts of fuel-oil to be pre-positioned for static systems or to be readily man-packable for portable systems.

By 1915, Reddemann was serving as a Hauptmann, promoting flamethrower use and tactics and commanding a Flammenwerfer-Abteilung from 18 January that year. This unit first went into action at Malancourt on 26 February, using twelve small hand-pumped flamethrowers and two heavy (Grof M 1912) flamethrowers to force French troops to withdraw from their well-entrenched positions. Then, on 15 March, Reddemann was appointed to command a brand-new flamethrower battalion formed from the Garde-Pionier-Ersatz-Bataillon in Berlin. Flamethrowers next proved their worth at Hooge in Flanders on 30 July 1915, where British forces occupying that Belgian village in strength were quickly ejected by German troops using flamethrowers, grenades and trench mortars. The British were forced to withdraw back to the second line of trenches in their main positions, with the Germans not only regaining Hooge but also achieving a significant penetration of the British front line. By 1917, Reddemann’s pioneering work on the flamethrower capability had resulted in his promotion to Major. As well as conducting flamethrower operations in the field, Reddemann’s battalion – and the regimental-sized unit it later became – conducted the technical and tactical development and field trials upon which the subsequent employment of the army’s flamethrower units was based. It also trained the army’s flamethrower operators, all of whom were regarded as elite troops in recognition of their contribution to assault operations and of the particularly risky tasks that they undertook and the weight of hostile fire that they inevitably attracted on the battlefield.301

Two types of portable flamethrower were used by the army during the war, with these weapons almost exclusively being operated by men of the Garde-Reserve-Pionier-Regiment, whose two-man flamethrower teams were attached to units as necessary to provide specialist fire support for specific operations. Portable flamethrowers were routinely employed by assault units, the Sturmbataillone and Stoßtruppen, where the concentrated employment of hand grenades and flamethrowers by these specially trained troops often proved decisive. The Kleinflammenwerfer M 1912 (M 1912 Kleif) portable flamethrower was based upon the operating system used in the static Großflammenwerfer, but much reduced in size. The Kleinflammenwerfer was fairly cumbersome, with its fuel-oil and nitrogen gas containers carried by one man while the second team member operated the 1.9-metre firing tube, which was connected to the fuel and gas containers by a 3-metre hose. The fuel-oil was ignited manually by a match or taper as it left the firing tube nozzle, with the jet of fire being projected to a maximum range of about 20 metres.

An improved flamethrower, the Wechselapparat M 1917 (Wex M 1917) system, entered service in 1917. It was more portable and featured a better-designed ring- (or ‘lifebelt’) shaped container for its 12.5 litres of fuel-oil; the separate container for the propellant gas was spherical and fitted into the centre of the fuel-oil container ring. The Wechselapparat M 1917 included an automatic ignition system on the firing tube, which readily enabled the system to project jets of fire in short bursts. However, despite the improved technology of the Wex, its light weight limited the weapon’s maximum range to about 18 metres. When it entered service, the Wex M 1917 Flammenwerfer became the army’s new light flamethrower, while the older Kleif flamethrower was re-categorized as a medium flamethrower and re-designated the Kleif M 1917 Flammenwerfer.

Swords and Lances

Despite the vast plethora of firearms and explosives available to its fighting troops, the army that went to war in August 1914 still carried swords or sabres and (in the cavalry) the lance. It was, of course, quickly recognized by all arms other than the cavalry that swords could be no more than weapons of last resort, with a pistol, carbine or rifle and bayonet providing a much more effective means of self-defence or of dealing with an enemy soldier. In the infantry, apart from being an encumbrance, a sword clearly marked out an officer, risking fatal consequences at the hands of enemy riflemen and machine-gunners. Thus in most cases any remaining swords disappeared from the battlefield during the first months of the war.

The cavalry retained its swords until July 1915, at which time they were officially withdrawn from battlefield use although still retained for parades and certain garrison guards and duties. Prior to this bayonets had been issued to the cavalry at the end of 1914, troopers below the rank of Unteroffizier having already been equipped with Kar 98 carbines prior to the war. Cavalry officers and senior NCOs were already armed with pistols, although photographs do show instances of such personnel still with swords carried on their saddles after July 1915.

The cavalry, however, did retain its lances for Unteroffiziere and all ranks below Unteroffizier, these weapons being held available during the war for use as required but not automatically carried at all times. The standard cavalry lance was made of steel, with a four-edged point of forged steel and a hollow shaft of cast steel.302 Overall it was 3.15 metres in length and weighed 1.8 kilograms. Regimental swallow-tail pennons (Lanzenflaggen) were issued showing the unit’s parent state colours (for example, Prussia: white over black; Bavaria: white over light blue; Saxony: white over green; Württemberg: black over red), but these were rarely seen after 1914 other than on parades and similar occasions. Design differences and added insignia on the Lanzenflaggen carried by Unteroffiziere differentiated them from the Lanzenflaggen of ordinary troopers. Where lances were used in the field the Lanzenflaggen were either removed or wound tightly around the shaft of the lance just below the base of the lance point.
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Ulan Lances, 1869-pattern (wood) and 1890-pattern (tubular steel) – both types were still in service in 1914



2. ARTILLERY

The German army’s field, horse and foot artillery units used a wide array of light, medium and heavy guns, howitzers, mortars (which were in practice heavy howitzers) and adapted naval guns, as well as captured artillery pieces. Some pre-war guns were employed throughout the conflict, while others were superseded by new, improved weapons, which themselves underwent further modification and updating in the light of experience of their use on the battlefield. Among a very diverse range of guns of all types and calibres, eight or so emerged as the ‘core’ guns, howitzers and mortars that were in daily use to provide fire support by early 1918.

At the very top of the scale of heavy artillery were the army’s railway guns, which included a 28-centimetre gun that could fire a 284-kilogram shell more than 28 kilometres, a 38-centimetre gun that could fire a 353-kilogram shell 45 kilometres, and railway guns of 21–24 centimetres firing slightly smaller (119 kilogram) shells almost 130 kilometres. In addition to all these artillery pieces, the army also used a number of 7.7-centimetre, 9-centimetre and 10-centimetre guns fitted on rotating pedestal or mobile mountings for engaging aircraft, airships and balloons, as well as rapid-firing 2-centimetre and 3.7-centimetre anti-aircraft guns (Flugzeugkanone, Flugabwehrkanone, or Flak).



Principal Artillery Wepons (1913–1918)
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3. TRENCH MORTARS

The static nature and attrition warfare of the 1914–18 conflict led to the development of a range of so-called trench mortars or (in the German army) Minenwerfer (literally ‘mine thrower’) capable of projecting heavy explosive charges relatively short distances, using their high trajectory to drop these charges into or on to emplacements, trench systems and besieged towns and fortresses. These purpose-made weapons, which were generally based upon flat-bed carriages, began to appear on the battlefield during 1915, quickly replacing the several types of much older, relatively rudimentary – but suitably modified – pre-war mortars that had been introduced as an interim solution to this operational deficiency. Whereas all the Allied versions of this type of weapon were smooth-bored, most of the German army’s Minenwerfer had rifled barrels. The most commonly used Minenwerfer varied in calibre from 7.6 centimetres up to 25 centimetres, although other types, including several smooth-bore Minenwerfer variants, were also in service. The heaviest Minenwerfer generally fired only high-explosive shells or bombs; medium and light Minenwerfer also fired gas shells, while a message shell was also available.

In the German army Minenwerfer were usually manned by the Pionier troops of Minenwerfer companies and battalions and were therefore not categorized as part of the artillery, despite the obvious similarities between the various calibres of Minenwerfer and conventional heavy artillery pieces and mortars, as well as between several skills common to both artillery and Minenwerfer units. The introduction of a light Minenwerfer into infantry battalions from 1917 frequently resulted in infantrymen being reassigned and trained to crew these close-support
weapons, where they were routinely employed as light field guns or light howitzers. Most light Minenwerfer were mounted on wheeled horse-drawn gun carriages but could also be manhandled into position if necessary. Heavy Minenwerfer were typically crewed by between 21 and 28 men, while the Flügelminenwerfer required a crew of 42 to operate it effectively. Medium Minenwefer needed between 17 and 21 men, while light Minenwerfer had a 6-man crew. These totals included the men required to move the Minenwerfer into position. By 1918 a formidable array of Minenwerfer was in service, among which several main types predominated.



Minenwerfer (1915–1918)
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Other types of Minenwerfer included the 9.2-centimetre Ehrhardt and Lanz weapons, the fairly rudimentary wood-barrelled Albrecht Mörser produced in 25-, 35- and 45-centimetre calibres, as well as two smooth-bored Minenwerfer: the 18-centimetre Minenwerfer and 17-centimetre Flügelminenwerfer (which used finned projectiles).



Chemicals Used in German-Produced Poison Gases (1915–1918)
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4. POISON GASES

Germany produced more poison gas (over 68,000 tons) than France (almost 37,000 tons) or Britain (more than 25,000 tons) during the war. It did not manufacture or employ the most lethal (but generally more unstable) cyanide-based gases used by the Allies, choosing in the main to employ irritant or lachrymatory (tear gas), sternutator (sneezing) and vesicant (blistering) types. However, concentrations of any of these ostensibly non-lethal types could also result in death, while the long-term effects of any of these gases could frequently be severe if not necessarily fatal. As with some other weapons, the effect of a chemical attack upon the morale of the troops affected by the gas was frequently much greater than the number of fatal or severely disabled casualties that resulted. Similarly, the mere threat of a gas attack, with the need to use a respirator and to take other precautionary measures, could have a significant and debilitating effect upon morale and overall combat effectiveness.

Poison gas could be delivered by shells, bombs, grenades or by quantities being released from static cylinders and borne on the wind. Fourteen chemicals303 provided the main constituents of the poison gases produced and used by Germany during the war.

5. PONTOON BRIDGING

By the end of 1916 the static nature of the fighting on the Western Front resulted in the centralization of the corps and divisional bridging trains under army-level control for allocation as required. In addition to providing pontoon bridging, the army’s pioneer bridging trains could also establish pontoon ferries and construct other obstacle-crossing facilities as required. The principal focus of engineer and pioneer units from 1915 was upon field fortifications and assisting the army’s mobility on and behind the battlefield, but a significant pontoon bridging capability was retained; it was generally not required after 1916 other than to support and maintain the lines of communication.

Two types of galvanized steel pontoon were used. Half pontoons comprising separate bow and stern sections each 4.4 metres long were held by divisional bridging trains, with complete pontoons 7.9 metres in length held by corps-level bridging trains. The half pontoons weighed 297 kilograms (bow) and 307 kilograms (stern), with the complete pontoons held by corps bridging trains, each weighing almost 500 kilograms. Various combinations of pontoons and track determined the type or classification and load-bearing capability of a pontoon bridge or ferry. A bridge classified as normal could carry transit weights up to 3.14 tons, while additional strengthening would permit the passage of vehicles weighing up to about five tons. Heavy bridges utilized double the number of pontoons of the normal bridge and could carry vehicles and loads that exceeded five tons moving across the bridge at speeds not exceeding eight kilometres per hour.



Typical Pioneer Pontoon Bridging Capabilities



[image: image]









6. ARMOURED VEHICLES

Unlike the Allies, the Germans made very little use of wheeled armoured vehicles and were also slow to recognize the potential of the armoured vehicle that became known as the tank. Only one type of German-produced tank, the A7V, saw action during the final year of the war. A follow-on version of the A7V, the A7V/U (Umlaufende Ketten), a super-heavy tank (the K-Wagen) and a potentially very effective light assault tank (the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien) were still under development when the war ended. In the meantime the army made up for its lack of an effective national tank capability by using numbers of captured Allied tanks – predominantly, but not exclusively, the rhomboid-shaped British Mark IV machines, British Mark A Whippet tanks and French Renault FT-17 light tanks – during the last few years of the conflict. Despite Germany’s late start in the field of tank development, it might well have made more substantive progress had there been greater understanding of the potential of this type of armoured vehicle within the general staff and the wider army, and if the country had been less constrained by the diminishing amounts of manufacturing resources and raw materials available to advance the concept as the war drew on.

Although the idea of using tracked vehicles to improve cross-country mobility was not new,304 active development of a German tank began in September 1916, triggered by the first use of this new sort of armoured vehicle by the British army on the Western Front, and the resulting vehicle was the box-shaped A7V tank that eventually entered service on 21 March 1918.


Development and Technical Specifications of the A7V Tank

Designation Sturmpanzer-Kraftwagen A7V (motorized armoured assault vehicle A7V). The ‘A7V’ designation reflected the official title of the organization responsible for the vehicle’s development, the Allgemeines Kriegsdepartment, 7. Abteilung, Verkehrswesen (general war department, section 7, [motorized] transportation).

Designer Joseph Vollmer, an engineer and Hauptmann of the army reserve.

Target capability and specification Ditch crossing up to 1.5 metres; maximum weight 30 tons; cannon front and rear; multiple machine-guns; minimum top speed of 12 kilometres per hour.

Development summary On 13 November 1916 the general staff directed that tank development should proceed, with Joseph Vollmer as project leader. Early development was based upon adoption of the Holt tractor running gear, with a prototype designed by Joseph Vollmer in January 1917, built by Daimler-Benz-Motoren-Gesellschaft at Berlin-Marienfelde and tested on 30 April 1917. A wooden demonstration model with 10 tons of ballast added to simulate the weight of armour was shown in Mainz in May 1917. The final design featured six machine-guns and a single forward-facing cannon. A pre-production A7V was manufactured in September 1917, with the first production models appearing in October. Assault Tank Units 1 and 2 (each of 5 officers and 109 other ranks) were formed on 20 September 1917 and received their first A7V tanks the following month. In all, 100 tanks were ordered in December 1917, but only twenty A7V tanks were built and subsequently employed during various battlefield engagements between 21 March and late October 1918.

Apart from one A7V (No. 506) currently displayed in the Queensland Museum in Brisbane, most A7Vs not destroyed in action were scrapped during 1918 and 1919. However, there were two exceptions: A7V No. 504 was captured by New Zealand troops in August 1918, subsequently displayed in London during 1918–19 and probably scrapped in about 1921; A7V No. 529 was lost in May 1918, later recovered by US forces, and subsequently displayed at the Aberdeen Proving Grounds Museum in the USA before being scrapped in 1942.

As well as resulting in the A7V tank, the project also produced in 1917 a general staff requirement for the tank’s chassis to be developed for non-armoured cross-country cargo carriers (Überlandwagen and Geländewagen): between 30 and 70 of these supply vehicles were either complete or under construction at the end of the war.

Crew One officer (typically a Leutnant or Oberleutnant) and 17 soldiers: driver, mechanic/signaller, mechanic, 12 machine-gunners (6 loaders, 6 gunners), and 2 cannon gunners (gunner and loader). Some A7V tanks were crewed by 22 men. The tank commander was provided with a command cupola situated centrally above the engines. Some of the 12 infantry machine-gunners could dismount and fight alongside the tank if required.


A7V technical specifications



	Weight

	32,510kg.




	Length

	7.35–8.00m.




	Height

	3.40–3.50m.




	Width

	3.10–3-20m.




	Armour

	Front 30mm; sides 20mm; roof 10mm; other 20mm.




	Fuel tank capacity

	500 litres of petrol (two 250-litre tanks).




	Engine

	Two Daimler 165204 four-cylinder petrol power units, centrally




	 

	mounted, each producing 75kW (100hp). This provided a




	 

	power-to-weight ratio of 5.1 kW/ton (6.8hp/ton).




	Main armament:

	One 5.7cm Maxim-Nordenfelt or Sokol cannon.




	Secondary armament:

	Six 7.92mm MG 08/15 machine-guns.




	Ammunition:

	5.7cm – 90 canister rounds, 54 anti-tank rounds, 36 HE




	 

	rounds. These 180 rounds represented the mandated scales,




	 

	but a total of up to 500 rounds of 5.7cm cannon ammunition




	 

	were carried in practice.




	 

	7.92mm – up to 60 belts, each of 250 rounds, was the laid




	 

	down scale. However, up to 36,000 rounds of machine-gun




	 

	ammunition were usually carried in combat.




	Performance

	Maximum speed – 9–15kph (roads) and 4–8kph (cross-country),




	 

	with a ditch crossing capability of 2.1m and ground clearance




	 

	of 19 to 40cm (which limited its movement across trenches and




	 

	on excessively soft or muddy ground).




	 

	Range on roads – 60–80km and 30–35km cross-country.





Based upon the experience gained developing and using the A7V, Joseph Vollmer designed a follow-on vehicle, the A7V/U, which adopted some of the key features of the British rhomboid-shaped Mark IV tanks. Specifically, firepower was increased by the use of side sponsons, the poor cross-country mobility of the A7V was improved by the use of all-round tracks (Umlaufende Ketten), and the tank crew was reduced to just seven men. Twenty vehicles were ordered in September 1918, but only one prototype was actually produced by Daimler-Benz, and this vehicle was subsequently scrapped as it failed to achieve the required performance targets for mobility, stability and obstacle-crossing. Nevertheless, the A7V/U project had the potential to produce a viable tank if more time had been available for it to do so. An A7V/U2 was planned as a smaller tank, mounting smaller side sponsons and with a cupola-mounted machine-gun, while an A7V/U3 was also planned as a vehicle armed only with machine-guns.

Specifications of the A7V/U Tank



	Designation

	Sturmpanzerwagen A7V/U (motorized armoured assault vehicle A7V/U




	 

	all-round tracks). The ‘A7V’ designation again reflected the official title




	 

	of the organization responsible for the vehicle's development: the




	 

	Allgemeines Kriegsdepartment, 7. Abteilung, Verkehrswesen (general




	 

	war department, section 7, [motorized] transportation) with the ‘U’




	 

	indicating Umlaufende Ketten (all-round tracks).




	Designer

	Joseph Vollmer.




	Crew

	Seven soldiers.




	Weight

	39,600kg.




	Length

	8.38–8.50m.




	Height

	3.14m.




	Width

	4.69m.




	Armour

	Front 30mm; sides 20mm; roof 20mm; other 20mm




	Fuel tank capacity

	500 litres of petrol (two 250 litre tanks).




	Engine

	Two Daimler 165204 four-cylinder petrol power units, centrally mounted,




	 

	each producing 75kW (100 horsepower). This provided a power-to-




	 

	weight ratio of 5.1 kW/ton (6.8hp/ton).




	Main armament

	Two 5.7cm Maxim-Nordenfelt or Sokol cannon, or two 7.7cm cannon




	Secondary armament

	Four to six 7.92mm MG 08/15 machine-guns.




	Performance

	Maximum speed 12kphroads) and about 5kph (cross-country).




	 

	Range on roads about 50–60km and 30km cross-country.





While development of the A7V had been proceeding in 1917, the war ministry directed that work to develop a super-heavy tank for exploiting break-through situations should be undertaken. No doubt this was with the strategic intention in mind to resume a full-scale offensive on the Western Front once Russia had been neutralized and removed from the conflict. The work was commissioned in mid-1917, with the draft designs produced by Joseph Vollmer and a Hauptmann Weger approved on 28 June 1917, when construction of ten vehicles was ordered: five by the Riebe-Kugellager ball-bearing factory in Berlin and five by the Wegman engineering company at Kassel. This super-heavy tank was known as the Großkampfwagen (heavy fighting vehicle), termed the G.K.-Wagen or K-Wagen.

Specifications of the K-Wagen Tank



	Designation

	Großkampfwagen (G.K.-Wagen or K-Wagen).




	Designer

	Joseph Vollmer and Hauptmann Weger.




	Crew

	27 soldiers: a commander (a Leutnant or Oberleutnant),




	 

	2 drivers, 1 signaller, 1 artillery officer, 12 artillerymen,




	 

	8 machine-gunners and 2 mechanics. An option to use a




	 

	reduced crew of 22 men was also under consideration.




	Weight

	150,370 to 152,400kg. Due to its huge weight and overall size, the




	 

	vehicle was to be broken into four parts plus the two gun sponsons




	 

	for rail transportation to its operating area, and then reassembled on




	 

	arrival. The parts were the control section, fighting section, engine




	 

	room, transmission room and the two side sponsons




	Length

	12.7m.




	Height

	3.0m.




	Width

	3.0m (6.0m including side sponsons).




	Armour

	10–30mm.




	Engine

	Two V6 Daimler-Benz aero power units, each producing 485 kW




	 

	(650 hp),with an electro-magnetic clutch transmission system.




	Main armament

	Four 7.7cm cannon.




	Secondary armament

	Seven 7.92mm MG 08/15 machine-guns.




	Flamethrowers

	An option to fit flamethrowers was considered but not adopted.




	Ammunition

	800 rounds of 7.7cm cannon ammunition and 21,000 rounds




	 

	of 7.92mm machine-gun ammunition.




	Performance

	Maximum speed 7.5kph.





The general staff’s intention was for the K-Wagen to enter service in 1919; two prototype vehicles were actually under construction in Berlin when the war ended. One of these prototypes had just been completed, and both were subsequently scrapped.

Command and fire control of the the K-Wagen in action was effected by using electric light signals similar to those employed in submarines. Meanwhile, the lack of visibility afforded the drivers meant that they had to rely upon instructions passed to them by the tank commander. Although the project attracted some interest from von Hindenburg, the K-Wagen concept was never mechanically or operationally practicable.

During the final year of the war, several variants of a light tank (Leichte Kampfwagen) – L.K. I, L.K. II and L.K. III – were at various stages of development. Once again the principal designer was Joseph Vollmer, who drew extensively upon the design features of the British Mark A Whippet medium tank. These light cavalry tanks were crewed by three men and mounted machine-guns or a machine-gun and a cannon, also featuring a rotating turret. Their mobility was good, and these vehicles would undoubtedly have proved their worth in due course. Although 800 L.K. I and 1,000 L.K. III were ordered, only two prototypes of the L.K. I and none of the L.K. III were made before the war ended in 1918. Similarly, a Krupp-designed infantry-support light tank with a two-man crew and single machine-gun never reached the prototype stage.

The development of a tank that might well have displaced the A7V as the army’s principal medium assault tank (Sturmpanzerwagen) was also quite well advanced by 1918, with the Oberschlesien Eisenwerk at Gleiwitz being commissioned by the war ministry in the middle of that year to produce the first prototypes. In this case the vehicle’s designer was a Hauptmann Müller, whose innovative design included a centrally-mounted cannon turret, two small machine-gun turrets, a rear-mounted engine and separate fighting and engine compartments. Prototypes neither of the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien nor of an improved follow-on version, the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien II, were manufactured before the war ended. Even so, the planned specifications of the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien indicate the advanced stage that German tank design had reached by 1918. The armoured offensive capability that the army might have been able to put on to the battlefield during 1919 could have proved decisive, if strategic and other factors – including the US intervention on the Western Front, the eventually crippling effects of the Allied naval blockade upon German industrial output, and growing signs of civil unrest in the Fatherland – had not forced an armistice in November 1918.



Projected Specifications of the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien



	Designation

	Sturmpanzer Oberschlesien.




	Designer

	Hauptmann Müller.




	Crew

	Five.




	Weight

	19,304kg




	Length

	6.7m.




	Height

	2.9m.




	Width

	2.34m.




	Armour

	14mm.




	Engine

	132 kW (180hp) Argus petrol engine. This provided a power-to-weight




	 

	ratio of 7 kW per ton (9.5 hp/ton).




	Main armament

	One 5.7cm or 3.7cm cannon.




	Secondary armament

	Two machine-guns.




	Performance

	Maximum speed 16kph (roads) and 9kph (cross-country)




	Range

	60km.








7. COMBAT AND RECONNAISSANCE AIRCRAFT

A considerable number of different types of fighter, bomber and reconnaissance aircraft were used by the army’s air force (Luftstreitkräfte) between 1914 and 1918.305 The performance of each aircraft varied considerably depending upon the type and power of engine fitted, the height flown, the mission flight profile, climatic and operational conditions, as well as the ammunition, bomb and fuel load carried. Nevertheless, an overview of the typical data for a best-case situation still provides a valid indication of relative performance for comparative purposes (see overleaf).

In addition to the aircraft designed to support the army and operate primarily over land, Albatros and Friedrichshafen float aircraft and three types of Hansa-Brandenburg float aircraft and flying boats supported the German fleet and maritime operations from March 1915 to 1918. Several of these maritime aircraft were also in service with the Austro-Hungarian navy.




Combat and Reconnaissance Aircraft (1916–1918)
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APPENDIX 2
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GERMAN–ENGLISH GLOSSARY

Abflugstelle(n) – carrier-pigeon release station(s)

Abhörstation(en) – telephone listening (intercept) station(s)

Abhörstation Arendt – telephone listening (intercept) set

Abort(e) – latrine(s) (in a camp-site in the field)

Abteilung(en) – section(s), group(s), detachment(s), department(s) or unit(s) (also used in the artillery to indicate an artillery unit equivalent to three batteries)

Adjutantur – administrative staff of the general staff

Allgemeines Kriegsdepartment, 7. Abteilung Verkehrswesen – section 7 (dealing with armoured vehicle development) of the field motorized service section within the war ministry

Alpenkorps – Alpine Corps (a German corps employed in mountainous areas)

Anbinden – officially sanctioned form of field punishment and restraint used until March 1917

Anschluß – union (relates to German union with Austria in 1938)

Appellplatz (Appellplätze) – assembly area(s) (within a barracks or camp-site in the field)

Armee-Arzt – army-level director of medical services

Armee-Flugpark – army aircraft support park

Armee-Fußartillerie-Kraftzug-Park – heavy artillery tractor unit

Armeekorps – army corps

Armee-Fernsprechabteilung(en) – army-level telephone detachment(s)

Armee-Fernsprechkommandeur – officer commanding an Armee-Fernsprechabteilung

Armee-Funkerabteilung – army-level wireless detachment

Armee-Funkerkommandeur – army-level wireless services commander

Armee-Kraftwagenkolonne(n) – army-level motor transport support column(s)

Armee-Kraftwagenpark – army-level mechanical transport support park

Artillerie – artillery

Artillerie-Fliegerabteilungen – air force artillery liaison and observation flying sections

Artillerie-Kommandeur – commander of all artillery in a divisional sector

Artillerie-Kommando – divisional artillery headquarters

Artillerie-Meßtrupp(s) – artillery observation group(s)

Artillerie-Meßschule – artillery observation training school

Askaris – African native troops in German military service

Assistenzarzt – battalion-level medical officer (typically a second lieutenant (US: lieutenant))

Attila – distinctive uniform tunic worn by hussars

Aufmarsch – deployment from the column of march prior to an attack

Auftragstaktik – mission-orientated process of command, planning and delegated decision-making

Ausgabestelle(n) – division-level railhead(s)

Aus einer kleinen Garnison – book by Bilse critical of the pre-war army, published in English as Life in a Garrison Town

Ausmarsch – the army’s mobilization and initial deployment in August 1914

Auswertungs-Stelle – artillery observation report coordination centre

Außer Dienst (a.D.) – suffix indicating an officer in full retirement

Bagage-Führer – regimental transport officer

Bahn-Beauftragter – army-level rail services officer

Ballon-Zentrale – observation balloon reporting centre

Ballonzug (Ballonzüge) – observation balloon detachment(s)

Bärenpelz – brown bear skin fur

Bataillon(e) – battalion(s)

Bataillons-Tambour – battalion drummer

Batterie-Führer – appointment of artillery battery commander

Bayern – Bavaria

Bayerisches, Bayrisches, Bayrische – Bavarian

Bekleidungs-Abteilung – intendant clothing supply staff

Bekleidungsamt (Bekleidungsämter) – clothing supply office(s)

Berittener Feldjäger – mounted courier

Bespannungs-Abteilung(en) – foot artillery draught-horse section(s)

Betriebsamt (Betriebsämter) – traffic operating office(s) of the military railway service

Beute-Panzerkampfwagen (Beutepanzer) – captured Allied tank taken into service by the German army

Bewegungskrieg – manoeuvre or mobile warfare

Blinken – light signals

Blinkgerät – light signalling lamp

Blinkertrupp(s) – light signalling section(s)

Bluse – a simplified field service tunic adopted in 1915

Bombengeschwader – air force bomber group(s) from January 1917 (singular with ‘das’, plural with ‘die’)

Bortenbesatz – coloured braid embellishment added to the collars of certain cavalry units

Brand-Munition – a type of small-arms incendiary ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Brotbeutel – canvas haversack

Brückensteg – footbridge

Chef des Feldeisenbahnwesens – director of military railway services

Chef des Feldflugwesens – chief of the field aviation service (until November 1916)

Chef des Feldkraftfahrwesens – head of motorized transport

Chef des Feldmunitionswesens beim Oberfehlshaber Ost – director of ammunition supply on the Eastern Front

Chef der Feldtelegraphie – director of military telegraphic services

Chef des Feldsanitätswesens – director general of medical services

Chef des Generalstabes – chief of the general staff

Chef des Generalstabes des Feldheeres – chief of the general staff of the field army

Chef des Kriegsvermessungswesens – head of military survey

Chef des Nachrichtenwesens – director of signals services

Chevauleger – type of light cavalry regiment in service with the Bavarian forces

Cuirassier(s) – heavy cavalry trooper(s) (also shown as Kürassier(e))

Der Schlachterfolg: mit welchen Mitteln wurde er erstrebt? – Success in Battle and How Do We Strive for It?, a general staff publication produced in 1903

Deutsche Krieger Zeitung – German War News, an in-house news sheet published for the troops

Dienstmütze – service cap

Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen – Duties and Instructions for Infantrymen of the Royal Saxon Army, an instructional handbook published in 1914/15

Dienstzulage – additional rate of pay for senior officers commanding brigades and higher formations

Diskushandgranate – disk-type hand grenade

Divisionsarzt – principal division-level medical officer and assistant director of medical services

Divisions-Brücken-Train – divisional pioneer bridging train

Divisions-Funkerabteilung(en) – divisional wireless detachment(s)

Divisions-Kraftwagen-Kolonne(n) – divisional motor transport support column(s)

Divisionsveterinär – divisional veterinary officer

Dolchstoß – ‘stab in the back’ propaganda concept promoted from 1918

Doppelkolonne – march column of sub-sections used by field artillery, horse artillery and machine-gun units

Dragoner – dragoon(s) (singular with ‘der’, plural with ‘die)

Dunkelblau – dark blue (the colour of the pre-1910 standard service uniform)

Edelweiß – small white Alpine flower worn as cap insignia by mountain infantry troops

Eierhandgranate – egg-type hand grenade

Einjährig-Freiwilliger – one-year volunteer (military service leading to a reserve officer commission)

Einziehung – call-up notice issued to recruits accepted for military service

Eisenbahn – railway

Eisenbahn-Bau-Kompanie(n) – railway construction company(ies)

Eisenbahn-Betriebs-Kompanie(n) – rail traffic company(ies)

Eisenbahntruppen – railway troops

Eisernes Kreuz – Iron Cross (awarded in four grades Second Class, First Class, Grand Cross, and Order of the Iron Cross)

Eiserner Bestand – iron ration

Eiserne Portion – alternative title for iron ration

Elektrotechnische Abteilung(en) – electro-technical detachment(s) (alternative to Starkstrom-Abteilungen)

Entfaltung – deployment into an attack formation

Entfernungsmesser – optical rangefinding instrument

Entwicklung – deployment into an assault formation

Erdetelegraphenstation – earth telegraph station for transmitting Morse and buzzer signals

Erkennungsmarke(n) – personal identity disc(s) (US Army ‘Dog Tag’)

Erntekompanie(n) – temporary harvesting company(ies) in occupied territories

Ersatz – replacement

Ersatz-Bataillon – replacement battalion

Ersatzkompanie – replacement company in various arm and branch organizations, but also used to designate the permanent staff company within a Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilung

Ersatz-Reserve – replacement units of the army reserve forces, including most men eligible for military service, most having undergone some military training, but not yet drafted for full-time active service

Erster Oberquartiermeister – first quartermaster-general

Etappe – entire area back to the German border from the army rear boundary, being under military control but out of range of enemy artillery

Etappen-Fuhrparkkolonne(n) – lines of communication supply (and transportation) park(s)

Etappenhauptort(e) – lines of communication army-level main supply depot(s), also used to describe rear area town(s) under military control (many of which also hosted supply depots, railheads etc.)

Etappen-Hilfsbäckerabteilung(en) – lines of communication auxiliary bakery detachment(s)

Etappen-Sanitätsdepot(s) – lines of communication medical stores advanced depot(s)

Etappen-Telegraphen-Direktion – lines of communication telegraph communications directorate at theatre-level

Etappen-Kraftwagen-Kolonne(n) – lines of communication motor transport support column(s)

Etappen-Kraftwagenpark – lines of communication motor transport support park

Etappenkommandant – administrative commandant of a rear area sub-region under military control or occupation (usually a general-officer)

Etappenort(e) – rear area village(s) under military control

Etappen-Pferde-Depot(s) – lines of communication remount depot(s)

Fahnenjunker – probationer cadet (for officer selection)

Fahnenschmied – farrier

Fähnrich – ensign (career officer cadet holding NCO rank)

Fähnrichsprüfung – examination taken by ensigns prior to qualifying as officers

Feldartillerie – field artillery

Feldartillerie-Brigade(n) – field artillery brigade(s)

Feldartillerie-Schieß-Schule – field artillery gunnery training school

Feldbäckereikolonne(n) – field bakery(ies)

Feldbinde – officer’s distinctive waist belt, replaced by the Feldkoppel by the end of 1914

Feldeisenbahnwesen – military railway service

Feldflasche(n) – cloth-covered aluminium water-bottle(s)

Feldflieger-Abteilung(en) – field flying section(s)

Feldgendarmerie – military police of the field army in wartime

Feldgrau – field-grey, the standard colour of the field service uniform adopted by most troops from 1910

Feldhaubitze – howitzer, field howitzer

Feldhaubitze-Munitionskolonne(n) – artillery field howitzer ammunition column(s)

Feldheer – the field army

Feldintendantur – intendant field administrative staff

Feldjustizamt – military legal staff office

Feldkanone(n) – field gun(s)

Feldkompanie(n) – field company(ies) of troops in German East Africa (reserve units, trained to a lower standard than the Schutzkompanien)

Feldkoppel – leather waist belt for general service field use, replacing the officer’s Feldbinde

Feldkraftfahrwesen – military mechanical transport service

Feldlazarett(e) – field hospital(s)

Feldluftschiffer-Abteilung(en) – field observation balloon detachment(s)

Feldmaschinengewehrzug (Feldmaschinengewehrzüge) – machine-gun section(s)

Feldmütze – field service cap

Feld-Proviantamt – intendant divisional-level field supply office

Feldpost – field postal service

Feld-Rekruten-Depot – field recruit training depot (established in the corps or divisional area within the theatre of operations)

Feldsanitätswesen – field army medical services

Feldsignalabteilung – cavalry division field signalling detachment

Feldtrainkompanie(n) – field train company(ies)

Feld- und Friedens-Uniform – coordinated field service and peacetime uniform concept adopted from 1915

Feldwebel – warrant officer class 2, company sergeant major (infantry, pioneers, foot artillery)

Feldwebelleutnant – literally, ‘sergeant major lieutenant’, a wartime expedient to promote warrant officers and NCOs to officer rank

Feldwetter-Station – field meteorological station

Feldzeichen – oblong woven badge worn on the Tschako

Feldzeugmeister – army-level master (head) of ordnance services

Fernsprech-Abteilung(en) – telephone detachment(s)

Fernsprechtrupp(s) – telephone section(s)

Festungsbaufeldwebel – fortress construction sergeant-major

Festungsbau-Offizier(e) – fortress construction officer(s)

Festungs-Fliegerabteilung(en) – air force fortress flying section(s)

Fettbüchse – small tin container for butter or margarine

Feuerwerker – sergeant artificer (working with explosive ordnance of all types)

Flak (Flugabwehrkanone) – anti-aircraft or air defence

Flak-Gruppen-Kommandeur – corps-level anti-aircraft defence group commander (alternative to Flugabwehrkanonen-Gruppen-Kommandeur)

Flak-Batterien – anti-aircraft batteries

Flak-Ersatz-Abteilung(en) – anti-aircraft replacement training depot(s)

Flakgruppe – anti-aircraft defence group

Flak-Scheinwerfer-Schule – anti-aircraft searchlight training school

Flak-Scheinwerferzug (Flak-Scheinwerferzüge) – anti-aircraft searchlight section(s)

Flakzug, Flakzüge – anti-aircraft section(s)

Flammenwerfer – flame thrower

Fleischkonserve – small tin container for preserved meat

Fliegerabteilung(en) – special-purpose (reconnaissance) flying section(s)

Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilung(en) – flying training section(s)

Fliegerkompanie – flying company

Fliegertruppen – flying troops (details of the main aircraft used by the Fliegertruppen are in Appendix 1)

Fliegerwache(n) – aircraft threat observation post(s)

Fliegerwarte(n) – air threat warning post(s)

Flugabwehrkanonen-Gruppen-Kommandeur – corps-level anti-aircraft defence group commander (alternatively to ‘Flak-Gruppen-Kommandeur’)

Flugabwehrkanone(n) (Flak) – anti-aircraft gun(s) (shown in some contemporary documents as ‘Flug-Abwehr-Kanone(n)’ (see also ‘Flugzeugkanone(n)’)

Flugabwehr-Maschinengewehr-Abteilung(en) (Flamga) – anti-aircraft machine-gun detachment(s)

Flügelminenwerfer – a type of heavy trench mortar

Flugmeldestation(en) – air observation reporting centre(s)

Flugwache(n) – air observation post(s)

Flugzeugkanone(n) – anti-aircraft gun(s) (alternative to Flug-Abwehr-Kanone (Flak))

Francs-tireurs – term used by the German army to describe French and Belgian irregular combatants

Freiherr – baron or baronet

Freikorps – right-wing paramilitary organization and units in the post-1918 period

Friedensuniform – semi-formal non-combat service uniform adopted as a walking-out dress in 1915

Friedrich – Frederick

Freiwilligen Automobilkorps – volunteer automobile corps organization

Frontwetterwarte(n) – forward meteorological reporting station(s)

Fuhrparkkolonne(n) – supply park column(s)

‘Furchtlos und Treue’ – Württemberg belt plate inscription ‘Fearless and Faithful’

Fußartillerie – foot artillery

Fußartillerie-Schießplätze – foot artillery firing ranges

Fußartillerie-Schieß-Schule – foot artillery gunnery training school

Garde(n) – guard(s) (used to indicate a unit’s elite status and precedence)

Gardes du Corps – an elite heavy cavalry unit

 Garde-Pionier-Ersatz-Bataillon – guard pioneer replacement battalion

Garderegiment zu Fuß – foot guard regiment

Garde-Reiter-Regiment – Saxon guard cavalry regiment

Garde-Reserve-Pionier-Regiment – guard reserve pioneer regiment

Garnison – garrison

Garnison-Bauwesen – intendant garrison construction services staff (contracts and planning)

Garnisonverwaltungs-Abteilung – intendant garrison administrative staff

Garnisonsverwendungsfähige – garrison administrative and routine duties personnel (convalescent, lightly wounded and recuperating pending re-assessment for active duty)

Gaskolonne(n) – gas column(s) (to support the Feldluftschiffer-Abteilungen)

Gasmaske – gas mask or respirator

Gasmaskenpatrone – gas mask filter cartridge, canister or drum

Gassammelstelle – gas information reporting and collecting post, controlled by the divisional gas officer

Gebirgsjäger – mountain infantry, with a winter warfare and skiing capability

Gebirgskanonen-Batterie(n) – mountain artillery battery(ies)

Gebirgs-Maschinengewehr-Abteilung(en) – mountain machine-gun detachment(s)

Gebirgs- und Schneeschuh-Bataillon(e) – Würrtemberg and Bavarian battalion(s) trained in mountain and winter warfare operations

Gefechtsbagage – 1st Line transportation, combat supplies and stores

Gefechts-Batterie – artillery firing battery

Gefreiter – lance- or junior corporal, or acting corporal or bombardier

Gehalt – officers’ rate of pay

Geheime Feldpolizei – secret field police organization

Geländewagen – cross-country cargo vehicle (alternative to Überlandwagen )

Gendarme – paramilitary policeman, military policeman

Gendarmerie – paramilitary police, military police

Gendarmerie-Wachtmeister – sergeant major of Gendarmerie

General(e) – general(s)

Generalarzt – principal medical officer at corps-level (typically a colonel)

Generalfeldmarschall – field marshal

General-Gouvernment(s) – military government(s) in occupied territories

General-Inspektion des Ingenieur-und Pionier-Korps und der Festungen – inspector-general of the corps of engineers and fortresses

General-Intendant des Feldheeres – intendant general of the field army

Generalleutnant – lieutenant general

Generalmajor – major general

Generaloberarzt – principal medical officer at division level (typically a lieutenant colonel)

Generaloberst – colonel general (rank above general and below field marshal)

Generalstab – general staff

Generalstabsarzt – director general of medical services

Generalquartiermeister – quartermaster general

Generalstabsoffizier(e) – general staff officer(s)

Generalveterinär – head of veterinary services (typically a colonel)

Genesungs-Kompanie – convalescent company

‘Geprüft’ – ‘approved’ (the official stamp applied by the Feldpost censor to mail that had been reviewed and passed)

Gewehr – weapon (rifle)

Gewehr 1898, Gewehr 98 (Gew 98) – the army’s standard-issue rifle (1898 model or pattern)

Gleichschritt – normal marching pace (US Army: cadence)

‘Gott Mit Uns’ – Prussian and Baden belt plate inscription ‘God With Us’

Graf – count (UK: earl)

Granat-Schnellwerfer – a type of multi-barrel grenade projector

Granatwerfer – grenade launcher or projector

Großadmiral – Grand Admiral

Grosse Bagage – 2nd Line transportation, combat supplies and stores

Großer Generalstab – the Great General Staff

Grosses Hauptquartier – the combined imperial and general headquarters

Großflammenwerfer M 1912 (Grof M 1912) – heavy flame thrower, model 1912

Großkampfwagen (G.K.-Wagen or K-Wagen) – heavy fighting vehicle, the type K heavy tank

Grüngrau – green-grey, the colour of field service uniforms adopted by Jäger zu Pferde, machine-gunners, and most Jäger and Schützen troops from 1910

Gruppe(n) – squad(s)

Gruppenführer der Flieger – corps-level aviation group commander

Gruppen-Funkenstation – corps- and combat-group level wireless station

Gulaschkanone – standard descriptive term for the horse-drawn field kitchen wagon

Hafenamt (Hafenämter) – dock and port control office(s)

Halbzug (Halbzüge) – infantry half platoon (s)

‘Halt! Wer da?’ – ‘Halt! Who’s there?’

Handgasbombe – gas-type hand grenade

Handwerkerabteilung – artificer detachment

Hauptbahnhof – main railway station

Haupt-Kadetten-Anstalt – the main officer training establishment in Berlin

Hauptmann (Hauptleute) – captain(s)

Hauptverbandplatz – main dressing station

Heeresgasschule – army gas training school

Heimatschläge – carrier-pigeon homing lofts

Heimatheer – the home-based or garrison army

Hemd(en) – shirt(s)

Hilfslazarettzug (Hilfslazarettzüge) – auxiliary military ambulance train detachments(s) (using unconverted railway rolling stock wagons or carriages to transport wounded personnel by rail)

Hoboist – bandsman

Hohenzollern – the Prussian royal house

Höhere-Kavallerie-Kommandeure – corps-level cavalry formation commands formed on mobilization in 1914

Hornist der Fußartillerie und der Pioniere – bugler of foot artillery and pioneers

Hornist der Jäger – bugle bandsman of rifles

Husar(en) – hussar(s)

Infanterie – infantry

Infanterie-Ersatz-Truppen – infantry replacement troops trained in facilities established in the Western theatre of operations

Infanterieführer – infantry command post established in divisions from 1915

Infanterie-Geschütz – infantry close support gun

Infanterie-Regiment – infantry regiment

Ingenieur-Korps – corps of engineers

Inspekteur der Flieger – inspector-general of the air force

Inspekteur der Gasregimenter – inspector of gas regiments

Inspekteur des Gasschutzdienstes – inspector of the gas protection service

Inspektion des Kraftfahrwesens – inspectorate of mechanical transport services

‘In Treue Fest’ – Bavarian belt plate inscription, ‘In faithfulness we stand together’

Intendantur – intendance staff (dealing with a range of administrative and military support services)

Intendanturräte – intendants (members of the Militärbeamte)

Jagdgeschwader – air force ‘hunter’ (interception and pursuit) fighter squadron(s) (singular with ‘das’, plural with ‘die) (details of the main aircraft used by the Jagdgeschwader are at Appendix 1)

Jagdstaffel(n) – air force ‘hunter’ (interception and pursuit) fighter group(s)

Jäger – light infantry (indicating a ‘light infantry’ regiment or battalion in its official title), also used to indicate a fighter aircraft with a pursuit role

Jäger zu Pferde – mounted riflemen (indicating a ‘mounted rifles’ cavalry regiment in its official title)

Jugend – literally ‘youth’, a German magazine published during the war

Kadett(en) – cadet(s)

Kaffeebüchse(n) – small metal coffee container(s) carried by the soldier in his field knapsack

Kaiser – emperor

Kanal-Direktion – inland waterways movement control offices

Kaisermanöver – major training manoeuvre(s) (singular with ‘das’, plural with ‘die), conducted annually in peacetime (usually in September)

Kaiserschlacht – literally, the ‘Kaiser’s battle’, the German final offensive, March–July 1918

Kamerun – Cameroon

Kampf-Einsitzer-Staffel(n) – air force single-seat fighter squadron(s) (details of the main aircraft used by the Kampf-Einsitzer-Staffeln are in Appendix 1)

Kampfgeschwader – air force bomber group(s) (singular with ‘das’, plural with ‘die’) from December 1915 to January 1917 (details of the main aircraft used by the Kampfgeschwader are in Appendix 1)

Kampfstaffel(n) – air force ‘battle’ (air supremacy and ground attack) fighter squadron(s) (details of the main aircraft used by the Kampfstaffeln are in Appendix 1)

Kapitän – captain (naval)

Karabiner 1898, Karabiner 98 (Kar 98) – standard carbine issued to mounted troops and others (1898 model or pattern)

Karabinergranate 1917 – rifle grenade (1917 model or pattern)

Karabiniers – a type of heavy cavalry unit in the Saxon forces

Karten-Felddruckerei – field map printing section

Kartenlager – map depot

Kartenstelle(n) – topographical section(s) of the military survey organization

Kassen-Abteilung – intendant finance staff

Kavallerie – cavalry

Kavallerie-Schützen – cavalry operating dismounted as infantry

Kavallerie-Telegraphen-Patrouille(n) – cavalry telegraph communication patrol(s)

Kleiner-Flammenwerfer-Trupp (Kleif-Trupp) – light flame-thrower detachment

Kleinflammenwerfer M 1912 (M 1912 Kleif) – light portable flame thrower (1912 model or pattern)

K-Munition – a type of small-arms ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Kochgeschirr – aluminium canteen (cooking pot/container) with lid

Kochgräben – field kitchen cooking trenches

Konteradmiral – Rear Admiral

Kommandantur – administrative headquarters of a rear area sub-region occupied or under military control

Kommandeur der Fliegertruppen – army-level commander of aviation

Kommandeur der Flugabwehrkanonen – commander of anti-aircraft guns

Kommandeur der Kraftfahrtruppen – army-level commander of mechanical transport troops

Kommandeur der Luftschiffer – army-level commander of balloons (Luftschiff translates literally as ‘airship’, although on the creation of the Luftstreitkräfte at the end of 1916 the army passed its remaining airships to the navy, while retaining army control of its observation and barrage balloons)

Kommandeur des Heimat-Luftschutzes – commander of home air defences

Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte – general officer commanding the air force (from November 1916)

Kompanie(n) – company(ies)

Kompanie-Patronen-Wagen – infantry 1st Line small-arms ammunition wagon

König, Koenig – king

Korporalschaft(en) – small infantry sections within a platoon

Korps – corps

Korpsarzt – principal corps-level medical officer and deputy director of medical services

Korps-Brücken-Train – corps pioneer bridging unit

Korps-Intendant – corps-level intendant official

Korpsschlag – carrier-pigeon training loft

Korpsstabsveterinär – principal veterinary officer at corps (typically a major)

Korpsveterinär – corps veterinary officer

Kraftfahr-Bataillon – mechanical transport battalion

Kraftfahrtruppen – mechanical transport troops

Kraftwagen-Fernsprech-Bauzüge – motorized cable-laying platoons of the Armee-Fernsprechabteilungen

Kraftwagen-Flak-Batterien – mobile motorized anti-aircraft batteries

Kraftwagen-Flugabwehrkanonen – mobile motorized anti-aircraft guns (also Kraftwagen-Geschütze)

Kraftwagen-Geschütze – mobile motorized anti-aircraft guns (also Kraftwagen-Flugabwehrkanonen)

Kraftwagenstaffel – motor transport echelon

Krankenträger – stretcher bearer(s) (singular with ‘der’, plural with ‘die’)

Krankenzug (Krankenzüge) – unconverted railway coach(es) and rolling stock utilized as ambulance train transport accommodation (suitable for walking wounded) manned by medical staff and orderlies

Kriegsgerichtsrat (Kriegsgerichtsräte) – judge advocate(s) (members of the Militärbeamte)

Kriegsakademie – general staff officer training academy

Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege – general staff publication (1st edition 1902) on the conduct of land warfare

Kriegsfreiwillige – volunteers (age over seventeen years) for military service in advance of being called-up

Kriegslazarett – main war hospital at corps-level

Kriegslazarettabteilung – war hospital personnel detachment

Kriegsportion – field service ration

Kriegsschule – officer training school

Kugelhandgranate – ball-type hand grenade

Kürassier(e) – heavy cavalry trooper(s) (also shown as ‘Cuirassier(s)’)

Lager – camp(s) or barracks established to support a training area (singular with ‘das’, plural with ‘die’)

Landesaufnahme – military survey organization

Landespferdekolonne(n) – temporary draught-horse column(s) in occupied territories

Landgendarmerie – territorial paramilitary police force in Prussia

Landjäger-Korps – equivalent force in Württemberg to the Landgendarmerie in Prussia

Landsturm – third tier reserve forces, primarily employed on home defence

Landsturmman (Landsturmmänner) – Landsturm soldier(s)

Landwehr – second tier reserve forces, deployed as formed Landwehr unit

Landwehr-Bezirk(e) – Landwehr district(s) (within a brigade, within an army corps military district)

Landwehr-Ersatz – Landwehr replacement unit or formation

Landwehr-Inspektionen – Landwehr organizations administering recruitment in large towns and cities

Lang – long

Lanzenflagge(n) – lance pennon(s)

Laufbrücke – light bridge

Laufschritt – double marching pace

Lazarett(e) – military hospital(s)

Lazarett-Abteilung – intendant hospital administrative staff

Lazarettgehilfe – hospital assistant

Lazarettschiff – hospital ship

Lazarettzug (Lazarettzüge) – ambulance train(s)

Ledergamasche neuer Art M 1914 – a type of leather gaiter

Lehr-Kompanie – training company (within a regiment)

Lehrschmied – veterinary corps principal instructional forge facility in Berlin

Leibgarde – life guard or bodyguard (used within the title of certain elite regiments)

Leibgarde-Husaren – an elite hussar unit (indicating this in the regiment’s official title)

Leichte Feldhaubitze(n) – light field howitzer(s)

Leichte Kampfwagen I, II, III – light tank, types I, II and III

Leichte Munitionskolonne(n) – artillery light ammunition column(s)

Leichter-Maschinengewehr-Trupp (Leichte Maschinengewehr-Trupps) – light machine-gun section(s)

Leichte Nachrichtenminen – light message-carrying projectile

Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz – casualty collecting point for lightly wounded personnel

Leuchtspurmunition – a type of small-arms tracer ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Leutnant(e) – Second lieutenant(s) (US: lieutenant(s))

Licht-Meßstelle(n) – artillery flash-spotting section(s) or post(s)

Linien-Kommandantur(en) – military railway service line command office(s)

Litewka – a pre-war pattern uniform jacket, retained in use by some Landsturm units during the war

Litzen – distinctive gold, silver, white or yellow lace embellishments applied to jacket collars and cuffs

Löhnung – daily rate of pay

Luftstreitkräfte – the military air service or air force (details of the main Luftstreitkräfte aircraft are in Appendix 1)

Magazin-Fuhrpark-Kolonne(n) – depot supply parks(s)

Mannschaften – other ranks or rank and file

Mantel – greatcoat or overcoat

Mantelrolle – rolled greatcoat for fitting around the Tornister field pack

Major – major

Mark – principal unit of currency

Marschfähig – walking wounded

Marschkolonne – standard marching column

Marsch ohne Tritt – marching with broken step (when crossing a bridge)

Maschinenamt (Maschinenämter) – locomotive office(s) of the military railway service

Maschinen-Flakzug (Maschinen-Flakzüge) – automatic anti-aircraft gun section(s)

Maschinengewehr – machine-gun

Maschinengewehr 08 (MG 08) – standard medium (also described as heavy) machine-gun, model 1908

Maschinengewehr 08/15 (MG 08/15) – light machine-gun (1908/1915 model or pattern)

Maschinengewehr 08/18 (MG 08/18) – light machine-gun (1908/1918 model or pattern)

Maschinengewehr 15 (MG 15) – light machine-gun (1915 (Bergmann) model or pattern)

Maschinengewehr-Kompanie(n) – machine-gun company(ies)

Maschinengewehr-Ergänzungszug (Maschinengewehr-Ergänzungszüge) – supplementary machine-gun section(s)

Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Abteilung(en) – machine-gun marksman detachment(s) (from September 1916) formed by bringing together a number of former Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupps

Maschinengewehr-Scharfschützen-Trupp(s) – machine-gun marksman detachment(s) (until September 1916)

Maschinenpistole(n) – machine pistol(s) or sub-machine-gun(s)

Maschinenpistole 18 (MP 18) – machine pistol (1918 (Bergmann) model or pattern)

Mastfernrohr(e) – mast-mounted periscope(s) used by artillery observation group personnel

Meldehund – message-carrying dog

Meldehund-Trupp – army-level message-carrying dog section

Meldewurfgranate – message-carrying projectile (grenade)

Meldung zur Stammrolle – Landsturm registration list (at age seventeen)

Militärbeamter (Militärbeamte) – uniformed civilian official(s) in military specialist posts

Militär-Eisenbahn-Direktion (MED) – military railway services directorate (a sub-division of an MGD)

Militär-General-Direktion(en) (MGD) – theatre-level military railways services directorate(s)

Militärgeistlicher (Militärgeistliche) – chaplain(s) (members of the Militärbeamte)

Militär-Intendantur – administrative support department

Militärkrankenwärter – directly enlisted medical personnel employed as orderlies and similar

Minenwerfer – trench mortar

Minenwerfer-Abteilung(en) – trench mortar detachment(s)

‘Mit Gott Für Koenig und Vaterland’ – Pickelhaube helmet-plate scroll inscription ‘With God for King and Fatherland’ (Note that ‘Koenig’ usually appeared on the Pickelhaube helmet-plate scroll, not ‘König’)

Mit Jesus in das Feld – title of a soldier’s prayer book With Jesus in the Field

Mit Portepee – with officer’s sword knot (relates to categories of Unteroffizier ranks)

Mitrailleuse – French army machine-gun used during the Franco-Prussian War 1870–1

Modell – model, pattern, type or mark

Mörser (Mrs) – mortar or heavy howitzer

Munitionskolonne(n) – artillery ammunition column(s)

Munitions-Kolonne(n) neuer Art (n/A) – artillery new-type ammunition column(s)

Munitions-Nachrichten-Offizier – army-group-level ammunition information (reporting) officer on the Western Front

Munitions-Vermittlungsstelle(n) – principal theatre-level ammunition distribution centre(s)

Muskete(n) – automatic rifle(s)

Musketen-Bataillon(e) – automatic rifle battalion(s)

Musterung – military medical inspection (of potential recruits)

Nachrichten-Brigadekommandeur – Theatre-level signals brigade commander

Nachrichten-Ersatz-Abteilung – signals training and replacement depot

Nachrichten-Kommandeur – commander of signals services at army-, corps- and division-level and for the garrison of a fortress

Nachrichtenmittelabteilung(en) – signalling detachment(s)

Nachrichtenreferent – specialist signals communications technical adviser at army-group level

Nachrichtenschule(n) – signal communications training school(s)

Nachrichtentruppen – telegraph troops (from July 1917)

Nachrichtenwesen – military signals service

Nachrichtlerinnen – female personnel intended to be employed within the signals communication service, although this policy was not implemented

Nahkampf-Batterie(n) – close-range artillery battery(ies)

Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) – the post-1918 national socialist German workers party (the Nazi party)

Nebelbombe – smoke-type hand grenade

Neuer Art (n/A) – new type (applied to various weapons and equipment to indicate a modified or updated type or model)

Nicht transportfähig – not fit for transport by stretcher-bearers

Oberarzt – battalion-level medical officer (typically a lieutenant; US, first lieutenant)

Oberbäcker – chief baker

Oberfahnenschmied – sergeant farrier

Oberfehlshaber Ost – commander-in-chief Eastern Front

Oberfeuerwerker – chief artificer (dealing with all types of explosive ordnance)

Obergefreiter – corporal or bombardier

Obergeneralarzt – principal medical officer at army-level (typically a major general)

Obergeneralarzt und Sanitäts-Inspekteur – inspector of medical services (each overseeing multiple army corps military districts in Germany)

Oberhandwerker des Trains – chief tradesman or craftsman of logistical support units and staff

Oberjäger – under-officer of Jäger

Oberlazarettgehilfe – chief hospital assistant

Oberleutnant(e) – lieutenant(s) (US: first lieutenant[s])

Obermeister – staff sergeant of artillery technical establishments

Ober-Ost – an abbreviated term describing the German supreme command on the Eastern Front. It was also the name adopted with considerable irony by the soldiers for a strong spirit of doubtful provenance (allegedly including a type based exclusively on methyl alcohol), often producing incapacitating and hallucinogenic effects, that was used by the troops on the Western and Eastern Fronts (ostensibly!) to counter or ameliorate the effects of influenza during the winter of 1917/18

Oberquartiermeister – quartermaster-general

Oberst – colonel

Oberstabsarzt – principal medical officer at regimental-level (typically a major)

Oberstabsveterinär – principal veterinary officer at division- or corps-level (typically a major)

Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL) – supreme commander of the army, general headquarters of the army high command in the field

Oberstleutnant(e) – lieutenant colonel(s)

Oberveterinär – veterinary officer at regimental- or battalion-level (typically a lieutenant; US, first lieutenant)

Offizier-Aspirant(en) – officer candidate(s)

Offizier-Aspiranten-Kursus – officer candidate training course

Offizier der Reserve – reservist officer

Offizier-Stellvertreter – acting officer (an NCO carrying out officer duties up to platoon command-level)

Offiziers-Kaste – officer class (suggesting exclusivity and privilege)

Ohne Portepee – without officer’s sword knot (relates to categories of Unteroffizier ranks)

Ölbüchse – oil can (part of a soldier’s weapon cleaning kit)

Opossumfell – opossum skin fur

Ortsbiwak – bivouac tents erected adjacent to ordinary billets in buildings (Ortsunterkunft) to expand and supplement those billets

Ortsfeste Flakzüge – static anti-aircraft sections (based in Germany)

Ortskommandant – officer appointed as commandant to oversee and administer a billeting area

Ortskommandantur – town major, an officer exerting administrative control of a town under military occupation

Ortskrankenstube – forward medical inspection and short-term inpatient facility at regimental-level

Ortsunterkunft – ordinary billets, in buildings

Otterfell – otter skin fur

Panzerabwehrkanone (Pak) – anti-tank gun

Panzerzug (Panzerzüge) – armoured (railway) train(s)

Park – a support and resource-holding unit or installation within the logistical support organization, usually with a transportation element

Park-Kommandos – forward ammunition depot supervisory and operating detachments

Patronenkasten 16 – drum magazine for the MG 08/15

Pauker – kettle drummer in the Gardes du Corps

Pelzmütze – fur busby headdress worn by hussar troops

Pfennig(e) – unit(s) of currency (100 Pfennige = 1 Mark)

Pferdedepot – remount depot

Pferde-Lazarett – veterinary services horse hospital

Pickelhaube(n) – leather helmet(s) fitted with spike or ball and worn until replaced by the Stahlhelm from 1916 (Ersatz and experimental Pickelhauben were also manufactured of compressed felt, metal, or cork)

Pionier – pioneer

Pionier-Korps – Pioneer Corps

Pionier-Mineur-Kompanien – pioneer mining (tunnelling) company

Pionier-Versuchs-Kompanie – pioneer technical trials company

Pistole Parabellum 1908 (P 08) – Luger pistol (1908 model or pattern)

Plastron – shaped section of material fitted across the front of a lancer’s Ulanka and buttoned at the sides

Portepee – decorative side-arm knot indicating rank (see entry for ‘Unteroffiziere’)

Portepeeunteroffiziere – Unteroffiziere entitled to wear the officers’ sword (side-arm) knot

Postholer – unit-level postal orderly

Post-Kraftwagen-Park – unit of mechanical transport for postal services

Pour le Mérite – Order of Merit, Germany’s highest award for leadership and bravery in the field

Preußen – Prussian

Proviantkolonne(n) – supply column(s)

‘Providentiae Memor’ – Saxon belt-plate inscription ‘Providence Remember’ i.e. ‘Remember [or take full account of] Providence’

Radfahrer – cyclist

Radfahrerbatallion – cyclist battalion

Radfahrerbrigade – cyclist brigade

Radfahrerkompanie – cyclist company

Rauchmeldepatrone(n) – signalling coloured smoke or flare cartridge(s)

Regiments-Tambour – regimental drummer

Regimentsveterinär – regimental veterinary officer

Reichsrevolver M 97 – service pistol (1897 model or pattern)

Reihenbildzüge – photo-reconnaissance flights grouped within some Fliegerabteilungen

Reinigungsgerät(e) – cleaning kit(s) (e.g. for a rifle: Gewehrreinigungsgerät)

Reitende Artillerie – horse artillery

Reithose – riding breeches

Reizgasbombe Type R – a type of tear-gas grenade

Rekruten-Depot(s) – recruit training depot(s)

Rekrutenkompanie – recruit or basic training company, but here indicating this sub-unit within a Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilung

Reserve – units and individual reservist members of the army reserve forces

Reserve-Lazarett – reserve hospital

Richt-Empfängertrupp(s) – wireless direction-finding detachment(s)

Riemann-Gamasche M 1908 – a type of leather gaiter

Riesenflugzeug-Abteilung(en) – air force heavy (strategic) bomber section(s)

Rillen-Munition – a type of small-arms ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Rittmeister – captain in cavalry and train units

Sanitäts-Amt – office of a principal medical officer (typically of the Korpsarzt)

Sanitätskompanie(n) – stretcher bearer company(ies)

Sanitäts-Kraftwagenabteilung(en) – motorized ambulance convoy detachment(s)

Sanitäts-Kraftwagen-Kolonne(n) – motor ambulance column(s)

Sanitätsmannschaft – personnel transferred from combat units for employment in medical units

Sanitätsoffizier(e) – medical officer(s)

Sanitäts-Offizier-Diensttuer – one-year volunteer medical and surgical warrant officer (typically a medical student temporarily employed in that rank)

Sanitäts-Offizierkorps – corps of medical officers

Seebataillon – marine infantry battalion

Shako – headdress worn at various stages by Jäger and Schützen troops, machine-gun and cyclist units and by some other specialist troops prior to introduction of the Stahlhelm in 1916

Schall-Meßtrupp(s) – artillery sound-ranging section(s)

Schärpen – uniform sashes worn by adjutants

Scheinwerfer – searchlight

Scheinwerfer-Ersatz-Bataillon – searchlight troops’ depot battalion

Scheinwerferzug (Scheinwerferzüge) – searchlight section (sections)

Scherenfernrohr – optical stereoscopic telescope equipment

Schild 08 – steel protective shield for the MG 08

Schlachtstaffel(n) – air force close support-ground-attack battle squadron(s)

Schlieffen Plan – general staff strategic plan for the invasion and defeat of France in 1914

Schlitten – sled/sledge (for the MG 08)

Schneeschuh – snow-shoe (included in the official title of some mountain warfare units)

Schnürschuh – military laced ankle boot

Schuhe – laced shoes (a pair of)

Schützen – riflemen (indicating a ‘rifles’ regiment or battalion in its official title)

Schützengraben (Schützengräben) – standard infantry fire trench(es) (of which there were four main designs or types)

Schützgrabenkanonen-Abteilungen – front-line close-protection (including anti-tank) artillery units (succeeded by the close-range artillery batteries (Nahkampf-Batterien) from 1917)

Schutzkompanie(n) – Schutztruppen company(ies)

Schutzstaffel(n) – air force fighter escort protection squadron(s)

Schutztruppe(n) – German forces (including locally engaged troops) engaged in the campaigns in Africa

Schwere – heavy

Schwere Feldhaubitze(n) – heavy field howitzer(s)

Schwere-Kampfwagen-Abteilung(en) – heavy (armoured) fighting vehicle detachment(s) or section(s)

Schwere-Reiter-Regiment – Bavarian heavy cavalry regiment

Seehundsfell – seal skin fur

Sergeant – sergeant

Seuchen-Lazarett(e) – isolation hospital(s) established to treat infectious-disease patients in-theatre

Siegfried-Stellung – ‘Siegfried’ defensive positions occupied in March 1917, also known by the Allies as the ‘Hindenburg line’

Signaltrupp(s) – cavalry division signal troop(s)

Signalwerfer – signal flare projecting mortar

Soldatenbriefmarke(n) – label(s) first introduced in 1872 for use on Feldpost mail items

Soldbuch – soldier’s pay book

Spitze-Munition or Spitze-Geschoß – a type of small-arms ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Spitz mit Kern (S.m.K) – a type of small-arms ammunition (see Appendix 1)

Stabsarzt – principal medical officer at battalion-level (typically a captain)

Stabshoboist – band sergeant

Stabshornist – sergeant bugler

Stabsoffizier(e) – field grade officer(s) (Rank Major to Oberst)

Stabsoffizier des Vermessungswesens – army-level military survey staff officer

Stabstrompeter – sergeant trumpeter

Stabsveterinär – veterinary officer at regimental- or battalion-level (typically a captain)

Staffel(n) – echelon(s)

Staffelstab, Staffelstäbe – division- and sector-level echelon control staff(s)

Stahlhelm – steel helmet adopted by the army from 1916

Stammrolle – nominal roll

Starkstrom-Abteilung(en) – electro-technical detachment(s) (alternative to Elektrotechnische-Abteilungen)

Stationszug – headquarters element of an Armee-Fernsprechabteilung

Stielhandgranate – stick-type hand grenade

Stellungskrieg – positional warfare

Stellvertretender Intendant (Stellvertretende Intendanten) – intendant deputy official(s)

Stiefel – military marching boot

Stirnpanzer – metal visor for the Stahlhelm

Stoßtrupp – shock troop (descriptive of) e.g. ‘Stoßtrupp concept’

Stoßtruppen – shock or assault troopers

Strohhut – straw hat worn by the troops in some overseas territories

Strümpfe – socks (a pair of)

Sturm-Abteilung(en) – storm or assault detachment(s)

Sturmbataillon(e) – storm or assault battalion(s)

Sturmkompanie(n) – storm or assault company(ies)

Sturm-Panzerkraftwagen-Abteilung(en) – tank assault unit(s)

Sturmpanzer-Kraftwagen A7V – motorized armoured assault vehicle, the type A7V tank

Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien – motorized armoured assault vehicle, type Oberschlesien

Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien II – motorized armoured assault vehicle, type Oberschlesien II, an improved design intended as a follow-on to the Sturmpanzerwagen Oberschlesien

Sturmpanzerwagen A7V/U – motorized armoured assault vehicle, the type A7V/U with all-round tracks

Tankgewehr 1918 (T-Gewehr) – Mauser anti-tank rifle, model 1918

Tarboosh – tasselled fez headdress worn by colonial native troops

Telegraphentruppen – telegraph troops (until July 1917)

Tschapka – distinctive headdress worn by Ulanen troops

Tombak – a zinc/copper alloy used to manufacture uniform buttons

Tornister – standard field service cowhide pack or knapsack

Train – logistical or service support units, usually with a transportation element

Train-Abteilung(en) – train (logistical) detachment(s)

Train Ersatzbataillon – depot train battalion

Transportfähig – fit for movement by stretcher-bearers

Trinkbecher – aluminium drinking cup

Troddel(n) – side-arm (bayonet) knot(s)

Trommelmagazin – drum magazine (for use with the P 08 Luger pistol)

Trompeter – trumpeter

Truppen-Nachrichtenabteilung(en) – regimental signalling detachment(s)

Truppen-Übungs-Plätze – military training areas

Truppenverbandplatz – regimental medical aid post

Tschako – shako, distinctive leather headdress worn by Schützen and Jäger troops

Tuchhose – field service uniform trousers

Überlandwagen – cross-country cargo vehicle (alternative to Geländewagen)

Ulan(en) – lancer(s)

Ulanka – distinctive uniform tunic worn by lancers

Umlaufende Ketten – all-round or caterpillar tracks (for tanks)

Unterarzt – sub- or assistant surgeon

Unter den Linden – a main avenue in central Berlin, leading to the Brandenburg Gate

Unteroffizier(e) – Non-commissioned officer(s ) (NCOs) (of which there were three bands or categories)

Unteroffizier-Lehr-Kurse – army-level NCO training course (conducted in-theatre)

Unteroffizier mit Portepee – NCO (warrant officer) entitled to wear the officer-style sword knot (alternatively termed ‘Portepeeunteroffizier’)

Unteroffizier ohne Portepee – NCO (sergeant) not entitled to wear the officer-style sword knot

Unteroffizier-Schule(n) – NCO training school(s)

Unteroffizier-Vorschule(n) – NCO preparatory training school(s)

Unterveterinär – Sub- or assistant veterinary surgeon

Vedette – a cavalry outpost

Verflegungsoffizier(e) – battalion supply officer(s)

Verkehrsamt (Verkehrsämter) – transportation traffic office(s) of the military railway service

Verkehrstruppen – originally, all ‘communication troops’, but from November 1916 referred only to transport and movement troops

Vermessungs-Abteilung(en) – army-level military survey detachment(s)

Verpflegungs-Abteilung – intendant supply staff

Verstärkte Laufbrücke – vehiclebearing bridge

Veterinär – veterinary officer at battalion- or regimental-level (typically a second lieutenant (US: lieutenant))

Veterinäroffizier(e) – veterinary officer(s)

Veterinär-Offizier-Korps – veterinary officer corps

Vizefeldwebel – vice- or junior sergeant major (infantry, pioneers, foot artillery)

Vizewachtmeister – vice- (junior) sergeant major (of mounted troops)

Vorpostendienst – outpost duties

Vorpostenkommandeur – outpost commander

Vorstoß – distinctive coloured piping used on uniform jackets

Wachtmeister – warrant officer class 2 of mounted troops or squadron or battery sergeant major

Waffenrock – field service uniform tunic or jacket

Wagenhalteplatz – ambulance vehicle rendezvous

Wallmeister – Staff sergeant of fortifications

Waschzeug – washing and shaving items

Wechselapparat M 1917 (Wex M 1917) – light portable flame thrower (1917 model or pattern)

Wehrpflichtig – obligatory military service liability

Weihnachten – Christmas

Werftkompanie – aviation mechanics training company

Wilhelm – William

Windwarten – meteorological wind observation post

Wirtschaftskompanie(n) – temporary economic (civil labour) company(ies) in occupied territories

Woilach – saddle blanket

Wundzettel – field medical assessment card

Zahlmeister – paymaster(s) (singular with ‘der’, plural with ‘die’) (members of the Militärbeamte)

Zahlmeister-Aspirant mit Feldwebel Rang – aspirant paymaster with sergeant major rank

Zahlmeister-Aspirant mit Sergeant Rang – aspirant paymaster with sergeant rank equating to a Feldwebel

Zahlmeister-Aspirant mit Unteroffizier Rang – aspirant paymaster with under-officer (Unteroffizier) rank

Zeltausrüstung – complete equipment required to construct a two-man tent

Zeltbahn – half of a canvas shelter for a two-man tent, which could also be used as a groundsheet or blanket

Zeltleine – tent construction line or light rope

Zeltpflock (Zeltpflöcke) – tent peg(s)

Zeltstange – three-section tent pole

Zeug-Feldwebel – sergeant major of ordnance

Zeug-Sergeant – sergeant of ordnance equating to a Feldwebel

Zeug- und Feuerwerks-Offizier(e) – ordnance and artificer officer(s)

Zielfernrohr 12 (ZF 12) – optical sight (for the MG 08)

Zug (Züge) – infantry platoon (platoons), but section(s) in artillery, pioneers and some other arms

Zur Disposition (z.D.) – suffix indicating a retired officer available for recall to active duty
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NOTES

1      Although the effectiveness of the Allied naval blockade was eventually a decisive factor in Germany’s defeat, its actual impact was cumulative and initially much less than is sometimes suggested. This was because the United States, as a neutral power prior to its entry to the war on the Allied side in 1917, continued to condone and enable the shipping of quantities of freight to Germany during the early war years. Similarly, while still a neutral Italy also supplied grain and rubber to the Central Powers (and even after its declaration of war against Austria-Hungary in May 1915, Italy’s position vis-à-vis Germany remained ambivalent, as it did not also declare war against Germany at that time). Even in Britain a number of diplomatic, financial and trade arguments against the wisdom of imposing the blockade were voiced within the government in 1914, so that at one stage in October that year it was on the verge of being abandoned, while as late as December 1914 some British ships were still offloading cargoes of food at Rotterdam. It was only once the United States entered the war as a combatant nation in 1917 that the Allied naval blockade was at last able to be applied to its full extent, with a strategic effect that ultimately proved decisive. See Hastings, p. 547, and Strachan, p. 150.

2      The reunification of West and East Germany at the end of the Cold War in 1990 was a political outcome of that post-1945 conflict rather than the achievement of a declared strategic aim.

3      The numbers shown in the table are derived in the main from contemporary sources showing the authorized peacetime strengths indicated. The figures for 1900 reflect precisely the manning figures approved by the German Imperial Diet on 16 March 1899. The authorized established strengths shown were implemented on 1 April 1899, apart from those for the field artillery, which were implemented on 1 October 1899. For clarity, some of the numbers shown at the table have been simplified and summarized to provide a clearer indication of the changes to the size of parts of the army during the period. However, as the actual army organization evolved continuously during the three decades after the Franco-Prussian War, some of the figures shown for the two periods prior to 1900 might differ slightly from those actually in place for a specific year. Similarly, organizational anomalies (such as the inclusion of engineer functions within the pioneers, then of railway, telegraphic and balloon functions within the engineers), as well as the existence at various stages of depot squadrons of cavalry, of half-strength infantry battalions, and of a number of independent or incremental (usually non-Prussian) units, may minimally affect some of the figures shown for the two periods prior to 1900. The approximate war strengths shown for the mobilized army include all trained reservists and indicate a best-case situation at a point between two and four weeks after mobilization began. By 1913 the army strength stood at about 700,000. Then, in August 1914, it increased to 3,840,000 men in just six days, of whom 2,100,000 were in the Feldheer.

4      By 1914 a further two army corps had been added, making a total of 25. The two new corps were the XX Corps in South East Prussia, with its headquarters in Allenstein, and the XXI Corps in Eastern Lorraine, with its headquarters in Saarbrücken.

5      The Rifle Type 88 weighed 8.37 pounds (3.77 kilograms) and was 49.01 inches (120 centimetres) long. Its range was appreciably greater than that of the needle-gun, and it had a fixed sight set at 273 yards (248 metres), a drop sight set at 386 yards (351 metres) and a Vernier adjustable sight graduated from 490 to 2,238 yards (446 to 2,037 metres).

6      In addition to the Einjährig-Freiwillige programme for the Reserveoffizierskorps, the army also offered two-, three- and four-year volunteer programmes for young men who had reached age seventeen and wished to make a full-time career in the army, or who wished for other reasons to complete their service obligation at an earlier age. These volunteers provided a particularly useful source of NCOs.

7      Lieutenant Colonel B. Granville-Baker, Recollections of a Prussian Hussar, p. 8, published in Tradition magazine No. 23, reprinted from The Cavalry Journal, 1927, by Belmont-Maitland Publishers Ltd., London, c. 1966. Granville-Baker (1870–1957) served with the British 21st Lancers, 2nd (‘Rhenish’ or Rhineland) Hussar Regiment (Prussian No. 9) in Trier and Strasbourg, the Imperial Yeomanry in South Africa 1900–1, and commanded the British 13th Battalion, the Yorkshire Regiment 1914–18. He was an accomplished military artist as well as the author of a number of articles and books post-1918.

8      Count von Baudissin, Life in a German Crack Regiment, T. Fisher Unwin, London, 1904. This first English-language edition was published in October 1904 and was followed by a reprint in November 1904, with further reprints in March 1908 and October 1914.

9      Granville-Baker, p. 7.

10    In fact, the late Frederick III had issued a timely and well-judged instruction that officers were only to wear uniform when on duty. However, following Frederick’s untimely death from cancer in 1888 just three months after becoming Kaiser, this order was generally ignored, as the well-established mystique and perceived prestige attaching to a German officer’s military uniform was maintained into the twentieth century.

11    Laffin John, Jackboot: The Story of the German Soldier, Cassell & Company Ltd., London, 1965, p. 114.

12    See also Laffin, pp. 110–12.

13    Details of the German forces in China 1899–1901 are drawn primarily from Bodin, p. 28.

14    Total figures for the number of Herero deaths vary considerably: 100,000 is the highest, but some are as low as 24,000, although the latter probably reflects casualties incurred during the January–August period rather than as a consequence of German punitive action thereafter. See also the references to the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege in Chapter 15 concerning the German attitude to such ‘native’ and ‘irregular’ fighters.

15    This process was analogous to that carried out by NATO 1945–90 with regard to its perception of the threat posed to Western Europe by the Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces.

16    The concept of Auftragstaktik retained its place at the heart of German military doctrine right through to the present day, being most effectively applied during World War II and during the later years of the Cold War period. In the early 1980s, on the direction of Lieutenant General (later Field Marshal) Sir Nigel Bagnall, the 1st British Corps in West Germany also embraced Auftragstaktik, based mainly upon studies of the German campaign in Russia 1941–4. Subsequently the understanding, assimilation and practical adoption of Auftragstaktik both in 1st British Corps and later in the wider British army proved not to be a straightforward process, and a number of years passed before it achieved widespread recognition, appropriate acceptance and application as a spur to tactical initiative and well-judged delegation, rather than as a dogmatic procedural requirement.

17    Granville Baker, pp. 17–18.

18    Sigel, Gustav A and von Specht, Major-General, Germany’s Army and Navy, The Werner Co., Chicago, Illinois, 1900, republished as Germany’s Army and Navy of the 19th Century by Bracken Books, London, 1989, p. 92.

19    Ibid.

20    See Hawes, James, Englanders and Huns: How Five Decades of Enmity Led to the First World War, Simon & Schuster UK Ltd., London, 2014, pp. 331–405 for a telling account of the rapid deterioration of Anglo-German relations during the first decade of the twentieth century, including the significant influence of the media in shaping governmental and wider national perceptions and attitudes in both countries at that time.

21    The battle of Kosovo has a unique place at the heart of Serb nationalism as the occasion on which a Turkish Ottoman army virtually annihilated a Serbian army comprised of Serb, Bosnian and Albanian forces, a victory only achieved at huge cost to the Ottoman army. Although ‘28 June’ is shown here as the date of the battle, it actually took place on 15 June 1389: 28 June was later adopted as the date, following the more or less general introduction of the Gregorian calendar a few centuries after the event. This gave rise to an argument that the date should be 23 June. While the 28th continues to be widely accepted as the anniversary date, this matter still attracts debate and controversy.

22    ‘Young Bosnia’ was a small group of Serb nationalist revolutionaries who were supported by the ‘Black Hand’, a notorious and secretive Serb nationalist terrorist organization.

23    The first Balkan war began in October 1912 and lasted seven months; the second began in June 1913 and ended in August.

24    Jünger, Ernst (Tr. Basil Creighton), Copse 125: A Chronicle from the Trench Warfare of 1918, Chatto & Windus, London 1930, p. vii. Ernst Jünger (1895–1998) wrote extensively and with eloquence about his experiences of the war. Having enlisted in 1914, by mid-1918 he was a lieutenant commanding a company in his infantry regiment, the 73rd (Hannoverian) Regiment of Fusiliers ‘Field Marshal Prince Albrecht of Prussia’, on the Western Front. He was awarded the Pour le Mérite on 22 September 1918 for his wartime service. His books (more than sixty in total) were at the same time patriotic, objective, thoughtful and realistic – with vivid descriptions of combat, and the nature of soldiering and the German soldier. From the mid-1920s he was increasingly involved with nationalist and veterans’ organizations, such as Stahlhelm. His works later found favour with Hitler, although Jünger always distanced himself from the Nazis and was never a NSDAP member. In uniform once again during the Second World War, Jünger served as a captain with the army in France 1940–4. As a convinced European, Jünger was closely associated with Chancellor Kohl and President Mitterand of France. Ernst Jünger died aged 102.

25    Jünger, Storm of Steel (Chatto & Windus, London, 1929), quoted by Laffin, p. 135.

26    The world-wide consequences of the new war would stretch well beyond 1918, as its outcome spawned the National Socialist (Nazi) movement, an organization that deliberately capitalized upon, and drew political strength from, Germany’s defeat and the turbulent post-war political and economic scene during the 1920s, eventually achieving control of Germany in 1933 when the party’s electoral success resulted in Adolf Hitler becoming chancellor.

27    It may be argued with some justification that the British army was at least as well trained as the German army. However, the small size of its ‘European force’ (with its external imperial forces, such as the Indian army, South African forces, Canadians, Australians and New Zealanders discounted) and commitment to home defence (rather than to mainland Europe) and (most importantly) imperial and colonial commitments and responsibilities meant that in August 1914 its overall preparation for and ability to wage large-scale war in mainland Europe was significantly less than that of Germany.

28    Görlitz, Walter (Tr. Brian Battershaw), The German General Staff: Its History and Structure 1657–1945, Hollis & Carter Ltd., London, 1953, p. 156.

29    Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege, published by the Großgeneralstab, Berlin, in various editions from 1902. The 1915 English language edition was a translation of the 1914 German text by Professor J. H. Morgan of University College, London. He added an introduction and critical notes and selected War Book of the German General Staff as the title of this edition. This edition was widely available from 1915, with selective quotes used by the Allies for propaganda purposes during the war and later to make the legal case that by adopting its tenets Germany had violated the laws of war.

30    In several cases it might be argued that the contents of the Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege has greater resonance with certain of the Wehrmacht’s actions during the 1939–45 conflict than with those of the German imperial army in 1914–18.

31    For examples of the summary killing of prisoners-of-war by the Allies during the Second World War, see Hastings, Max, Catastrophe: Europe Goes to War 1914, William Collins, London, 2013, p. 438 et seq.

32    First Army (von Kluck): II, III, IV, IX Corps, plus III, IV, X Reserve Corps. Second Army (von Bülow): Guard , VII, X Corps, plus Guard, VII, X Reserve Corps. Third Army (von Hausen): XI, XII Saxon, XIX Saxon Corps, plus XII Saxon Reserve Corps. Fourth Army (Albrecht Herzog von Württemberg): VIII, XVIII Corps, plus VIII, XVIII Reserve Corps. Fifth Army (Wilhelm, Kronprinz von Preußen): V, VI, XIII, XXI Corps, plus V, VI Reserve Corps. Sixth Army (Kronprinz Rupprecht von Bayern): I Bavarian, II Bavarian, III Bavarian Corps, plus I Bavarian Reserve Corps. Seventh Army (von Heeringen): XIV, XV Corps and XIV Reserve Corps.

33    Wilkinson, Roni, ‘A Hurrying to Calamity – the Spark’, in Wharncliffe History Magazine 1914, Outbreak of World War One 95 Years On, published in association with Pen & Sword Military Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2009, p. 14.

34    Wilkinson, p. 15, quoting from a letter written by an unnamed German officer wounded during the fighting near Liège.

35    Strachan, Hew, The First World War, Simon & Schuster UK Ltd., London, 2003, p. 51. There are some parallels here with the action of the Bavarian troops in their attack on Bazeilles on 1 September 1871 (see Stone, David, ‘First Reich’: Inside the German Army during the War with France 1870–1871, Brassey’s, London, 2002, pp. 140–1).

36    These (estimated) 6,400 civilian or non-combatant deaths included summary executions of suspected irregular fighters, reprisals, hostage-killings, civilians killed in buildings from which hostile fire had allegedly come, civilians killed while being used as human shields and so on. However, it should be noted that very many members of the Belgian home guard (Garde Civique) sent into action in the days immediately prior to 18 August 1914 were not equipped with recognizable uniforms, with the result that the German troops might not unreasonably have identified these Garde Civique fighters as civilians bearing arms, contrary to the generally accepted laws of war. It should also be said that the German obsession with francs-tireurs was at its highest during the first eight months of the war, but by and large diminished thereafter.

37    Hastings, p. 193. His full analysis of this subject is on pp. 187–94 of this work.

38    See also ‘Forces of Occupation’ in Part VIII.

39    Generaloberst Karl von Bülow was promoted Generalfeldmarschall on 27 January 1915.

40    Görlitz, p. 158.

41    Between Christmas Eve and Boxing Day 1914 an impromptu football match took place, gifts of cigarettes and cigars were exchanged, as was German beer for English Christmas puddings (plum puddings). Hymns and Christmas carols were sung around illuminated Christmas trees, family photos were compared, German Pickelhaube helmets were tried on by British soldiers, items of insignia and other souvenirs were exchanged. Much has been written about the 1914 Christmas truce, including the suggestion that it would not have occurred if Prussian units had been involved rather than Bavarian and Saxon troops. However, the most significant factor is probably the British rather than the German perspective, as it was generally British rather than French or Belgian troops who reportedly instigated the initial meetings in no-man’s-land, and then developed these into the ‘truce’ and associated events that followed. Arguably the British cultural heritage (and the significance of Christmas within that culture) was much closer to that of the Germans than that of the French or Belgians. Consequently had the BEF faced Prussian rather than mainly Bavarian and Saxon units on the Franco-Belgian border in December 1914, it is still unlikely that the Anglo-German 1914 ‘Christmas truce’ would have proceeded very differently.

42    The British high command issued a similar order on 29 December 1914. Despite this action by the German and British high commands, an attempt was made by a number of British and German (Bavarian and Prussian) soldiers to stage another ‘Christmas truce’ at Christmas 1915. However, a combination of artillery harassing fire, sniping, intermittent machine-gun fire and British fighter air patrols, as well as the promulgation by the British high command to its unit commanders of orders warning of the consequences of any repetition of the events of December 1914, ensured that any such fraternization in December 1915 was both fragmentary and very short-lived.

43    General der Kavallerie von Mackensen was promoted Generalfeldmarschall on 22 June 1915.

44    Generaloberst von Prittwitz und Gaffron (1848–1917) served in the Austro-Prussion War (1866) and Franco-Prussian War (1870–1), gaining a reputation as a competent officer, sound middle-grade commander and capable general staff officer. He was promoted Oberst in 1894, Generalmajor in 1898, General der Infanterie in (about) 1906 and Generaloberst in 1913. During his service he commanded infantry units and army formations at every level. However, some attributed his steady career progression from the 1880s to the fact that he was a first cousin to von Hindenburg’s wife. Nevertheless, and despite his appointment to command the Eighth Army, both the chief of the general staff, von Moltke, and war minister von Falkenhayn reportedly regarded him as intellectually and professionally unfit for high command – having approved his appointment in 1913 simply to remove him from Berlin, where he was serving on the general staff as an army inspector-general. After his enforced retirement in 1914 he lived in Berlin, suffering a fatal heart attack on 29 March 1917.

45    Ludendorff was promoted Generalleutnant in November 1914.

46    In fact, Grünert and especially Hoffman were as much the architects of the German victory at Tannenberg as von Hindenburg and Ludendorff, although the accolades that it produced were generally and almost exclusively accorded to the latter two men. While this was probably appropriate in respect of von Hindenburg, as the commander who ultimately took the decision to adopt the plan, in Ludendorff’s case he undoubtedly received more credit for Tannenberg than he deserved; but, true to form, he did not seek to redress this situation.

47    Light cruisers Dresden, Nürnberg, and Leipzig. The light cruiser Emden was also part of the squadron but had been detached on a raiding mission in the Indian Ocean from 10 September 1914, finally being sunk by the Australian light cruiser Sydney in the vicinity of the Cocos Islands on 9 November that year.

48    China remained neutral until 14 August 1917, when it declared war against Germany, although the principal threat to China was always that posed by Japanese rather than German imperialism.

49    Opposition to the invasion of German South West Africa within the South African defence forces in October resulted in the resignation of several senior South African army officers, including the force commander. This incident delayed the fall of the German colony; its own forces lacked the capability to exploit this situation by supporting the dissenters with cross-border military action.

50    One source shows Zimmermann as a Major, although Oberstleutnant conforms to the usual rank of Schutztruppen commanders. It is possible that he was a Major prior to August 1914, subsequently being promoted by the start of or during the course of his campaign.

51    Although the British military term ‘commissioned’ or ‘commission’ is also used within this work, the German word (Beförderung) for the career transition to officer rank translates as ‘promotion’.

52    In reality, the British had decided at the outset of the war that those forces used to gain control of Germany’s overseas territories should be found locally and not sent from Europe, while at the same time (unlike the French) the British had also decided not to use African soldiers in Europe. However, the latter policy might conceivably have changed had the war in Europe taken a different course. It would also be disingenuous to suggest that these policies detracted from von Lettow-Vorbeck’s achievements, as his protracted campaign unquestionably forced the Allies to deploy some non-African manpower, weapons, ammunition and other resources, such as maritime support, to the African region, all of which could certainly have been used to good effect elsewhere. See Strachan pp. 81–3 and 91.

53    During his four-year campaign, von Lettow-Vorbeck routinely marched and patrolled alongside his Askari troops. However, the use of a bicycle was a practical luxury that he did allow himself where the operational situation permitted it.

54    On their return to the Schutztruppen positions, the trio encountered an Indian sentry who challenged them but took no action to stop or fire at them. Another account suggests that the patrol had blackened their faces in order to pass as native Africans in the dark, although it is much more likely that they were simply following the standard procedure of any white-skinned soldier embarking on a night patrol – blackening their faces so that they would not reflect any ambient moonlight, starlight or artificial light while in close proximity to the enemy.

55    A separate invasion force, Force C, was intended to complement the action by Force B by launching a thrust near Longido, by Mount Kilimanjaro. Force B was largely provided by the Indian army, but many of the available troops for that force were second-rate or untrained, as by that stage the best Indian units had already been dispatched to Europe and Palestine.

56    On 2 November the captain of the cruiser (HMS Fox) had tried unsuccessfully to negotiate the surrender of Tanga before any troops were landed.

57    Some accounts of the battle suggest that the British-Indian force may have numbered as many as 12,000. Varying details of the battle of Tanga are to be found in different accounts of the battle, one of which suggests that the British-Indian force landed a group – including the British battalion – directly at the harbour, and the main force at the Rase-Kasone beachhead. However, this account is at variance with von Lettow-Vorbeck’s own record of the action and the fact that his reconnaissance party reached the harbour without encountering this group on the night of 3 November. In addition, the several authoritative accounts of the British-Indian advance from Rase-Kasone make no mention of a separate landing on the night of 3 November, although they do record the landing on the night of 2 November and the subsequent action on 3 November, which might account for any ‘two landings’ discrepancy in other accounts. Given the lack of experience within Force B, to carry out simultaneous landings at two separate sites – one a built-up area or harbour, the other a beachhead – up to five kilometres apart would appear to be somewhat over-ambitious and therefore unlikely.

58    An Askari rifle company had three or four German officers, a medical officer, four German NCOs, 162 native soldiers and three machine-guns. Transportation of ammunition, stores and equipment was effected by a detachment of about 50 porters.

59    Subsequently British reports of the battle suggested that von Lettow-Vorbeck had engineered the bees’ attack by attaching trip-wires to their hives, although there is no evidence that this was so, and the German forces also suffered considerably from the bees’ intervention. Where there were hives in the area, however, it is certainly possible that the battle noise, smoke and fire disturbed the bees and triggered these aggressive swarms.

60    When their boots wore out, von Lettow-Vorbeck’s troops made replacements from animal hide. Ersatz bandages were produced using tree bark, while an Ersatz replacement for quinine was produced by using the liquid resulting from boiling up certain types of tree bark. As a ready source of fresh food, herds of cattle moved with the columns.

61    One account suggests that a British prisoner-of-war informed von Lettow-Vorbeck of the armistice signed in Europe on 11 November, although if this conversation did occur his subsequent action tends to indicate that he either disbelieved it or simply considered that it did not apply to his forces in the African theatre of operations. In any event, long out of direct contact with Berlin, he had no easy means of checking its veracity.

62    Some parallels might be drawn with the nature of the campaign conducted by Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel’s Deutsches Afrikakorps during World War II from 1941 to 1943.

63    Reports of this event vary, the numbers of German European personnel on parade ranging between 120 and 144. Rather than being comprised only of officers (as some accounts suggest), the parade also certainly included a number of under-officers and possibly NCOs as well, as von Lettow-Vorbeck was accompanied by only some 27 Schutztruppen officers (plus 87 under-officers, NCOs and other ranks, and 19 uniformed officials) when he returned to Germany via the Netherlands in late February 1919.

64    Ulrich Gehrke, Persien in der deutschen Orientpolitik (2 vols, Stuttgart, 1960) vol. 1, p. 1, quoted by Strachan, pp. 98–9.)

65    Haythornthwaite, Philip J., The World War One Source Book, Arms & Armour Press, London, 1992, pp. 304–5.

66    As military governor of Belgium, responding to sabotage attacks on railway and telegraph lines by Belgian civilians in September 1914, von der Goltz proclaimed that: ‘It is the stern necessity of war that the punishment for hostile acts falls not only on the guilty but on the innocent as well.’ On 5 October he declared that: ‘In the future, villages in the vicinity of places where railway and telegraph lines are destroyed will be punished without pity (whether they are guilty or not of the acts in question). With this in view hostages have been taken in all villages near the railway lines which are threatened by such attacks. Upon the first attempt to destroy lines of railway, telegraph or telephone, they will immediately be shot.’ Quoted by Martin Gilbert in The First World War: A Complete History, Harper Collins (London, 2002). Von der Goltz’s pronouncements reflect the views of very many Prussian officers who had experienced what were seen as the ‘irregular’ activities of the French francs-tireurs during the war of 1870–1.

67    Henry Morgenthau, Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, (New York, 1919), p. 32. Quoted by Hew Strachan, The First World War, (London, 2003) pp. 116–17.)

68    Which included British, Indian, Australian, New Zealand, French and Armenian units and contingents.

69    Generalleutnant Otto Liman von Sanders retired from the army in 1919. He died in Munich in 1929, aged 74, just two years after an account of his experiences before and during the war had been published (Otto Viktor Karl Liman von Sanders, Five Years in Turkey, The US Naval Institute, 1927).

70    Von Falkenhayn was succeeded as chief of the general staff by von Hindenburg in August 1916.

71    Apart from von Lettow-Vorbeck’s campaign in German East Africa.

72    Melvin, Mungo, Manstein: Hitler’s Greatest General, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London, 2010, p. 28.

73    Citino, Robert M., The German Way of War, University Press of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas, 2005, p. 236, quoting General Hermann von François’ post-war observations on the impact of the Stellungskrieg on German military thinking; he noted that, ‘The battles of the first campaigning period [1914–15] in the west were lost. The Stellungskrieg made its appearance, a strange type of fighting to us. As we taught our troops how to dig in, however, we dug a grave for Bewungskrieg, which embodies the German spirit of the attack and the tactical school of the officer corps.’ (von François, Marneschlacht und Tannenberg, Scherl, Berlin, 1920. p. 123).

74    Renz, Irina, Krumeich, Gerd, and Hirschfeld, Gerhard, (Tr. Geoffrey Brooks), Scorched Earth: The Germans on the Somme 1914–1918, Pen & Sword Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2009, p. 31.

75    Emden, Richard van, The Soldier’s War: the Great War through Veterans’ Eyes, Bloomsbury Publishing Plc., London, 2008, pp. 199–200.

76    Emden, p. 200.

77    Sulzbach, Herbert, ‘War Diary of a German Artilleryman’, in Wharncliffe History Magazine 1914, Outbreak of World War One 95 Years On, published in association with Pen & Sword Military Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2009, p. 29.

78    The Germans also appear to have used concrete more widely than the Anglo-French armies. Clearly the overall comparison concerns the new defence lines adopted after 1914 rather than the well-established forts, such as those of the French at Verdun.

79    Jünger, Copse 125, pp18 and 19.

80    Poison gas was first employed against the Russians on the Eastern Front on 31 May 1915.

81    The Germans were not the first to employ chemical gas as a weapon. In August 1914 the French army used tear-gas grenades against the Germans. The Germans also used chemical irritant shells against the French at Neuve Chapelle in October 1914, and 15-centimetre howitzer tear-gas shells against the Russians at Bolimov on 31 January 1915, as well as against the French at Nieuport in March that year. However, it is true to say that Germany led the research into developing poison (i.e., lethal, as opposed to irritant) gas as a battlefield weapon for use on a significant scale and was the first combatant nation to do so in World War I.

82    The British were quick to deploy the poison gas weapon, first using it at Loos in September 1915.

83    Other poison gas casualties 1915–18 include Austria-Hungary 100,000 (3,000 fatalities), Italy 60,000 (4,627), USA 72,807 (1,462), other nations 10,000 (1,000).

84    The priority given to anti-tank defence did prove successful. In the closing months of the war, during the first four days of the major Allied offensive at Amiens from 8 August 1918, the army destroyed 72 per cent of the 532 Allied tanks of all types committed to the attack (in total, up to 580 tanks were available for the offensive). Although the Allied offensive was successful, only six of the British tank fleet committed to it were still serviceable by 12 August. Two months later, more than 41 per cent of the entire British tank fleet had been destroyed. Finally in November 1918, at the conclusion of the Allies’ great hundred-day campaign (launched following the end of the Kaiserschlacht in the spring and summer earlier that year), German anti-tank weapons and tactics contributed significantly to reducing the total number of fully operational tanks still in service with the British army’s tank corps to just eight.

85    Some accounts suggest that the total number of A7Vs was thirteen.

86    During and after the war von Falkenhayn was strongly criticized as the architect of the German bloodbath at Verdun, but over the two years following his dismissal as chief of staff his undoubted qualities as a competent senior field commander were well in evidence. He commanded the German-Austrian-Bulgarian force that so decisively defeated Romania in December 1916; in 1917 he served in Palestine; and then in White Russia during 1918.

87    Romania had eventually but somewhat precipitately joined the war on the side of the Allies on 27 August 1916.

88    During these two engagements Rommel’s unit successfully overcame Italian defensive positions occupied by 150 officers, some 9,000 men and supported by about 80 artillery guns. At one stage, assisted by just two officers and three soldiers, he managed to effect the capture of about 40 Italian officers and 1,500 soldiers. See ‘Storm Troop: Rommel’s First War’ in Military Times magazine, February 2011 edition, pp. 14–21. In World War II, Rommel became famous for his command of the Deutsches Afrikakorps (DAK) in North Africa and achieved the rank of Generalfeldmarschall.

89    The Italian defeat at Caporetto resulted in the Allies strengthening the Italian forces with six French and five British divisions as well as with air support. It also prompted a properly coordinated approach to strategic planning by the Allies in the future. Meanwhile General Cadorna, a martinet and unpopular commander widely known as an excessively harsh disciplinarian, was forced to resign after the battle.

90    Cambrai has often been over-stated as the vindication of the concept of the tank. However, the British success at Cambrai, notably a 4,000-yard penetration of the German front, was gained primarily by the complete surprise achieved and the effectiveness of the artillery support, which was closely coordinated with the armoured attack. See Strachan, p. 306.

91    Nevertheless, morale in parts of the German army was also weakening by 1918, when Ludendorff himself declared that ‘tens of thousands’ of German soldiers had already deserted, either to neutral countries or simply to return to their homes where their presence was (by that stage of the war) ‘tolerated’ by their families and by the once-fervently patriotic local community. The need for a great German victory to restore the morale and confidence of the army was another important consideration underlying Ludendorff’s spring 1918 offensive.

92    Jünger, Storm of Steel, p. 228. Some other sources state that the artillery opened fire at 0440, and some counter-battery fire was certainly in progress prior to 0505 to suppress British artillery seeking to engage the German troop concentrations. In any event, it is reasonable to assume that the time recorded by Jünger refers to the start of the bombardment of the British defensive positions, of which he had a clear view.

93    Jünger, Storm of Steel, p. 229.

94    The fire plan on 21 March 1918 owed much to the experience of a German artillery officer, Georg Brüchmuller, who had successfully used such techniques to secure German victories at Riga and at Caporetto in 1917.

95    Jünger, Storm of Steel, p. 240.

96    Jünger, Storm of Steel, p. 243.

97    By early 1918 the German medical staff had, in some areas, run out of cloth bandages and were using ersatz bandages made of crêpe paper. Elsewhere the exhaustion of the army’s remaining horses and the lack of petrol had dramatically reduced the army’s mobility. Allied to this, the unavailability of rubber for tyres meant that many of the motor vehicles still in use had been fitted with iron tyres, which quickly destroyed the roads and so further slowed movement upon them.

98    General Groener was an intellectually astute and politically very aware member of the general staff who was destined to carry through several historic measures that were undoubtedly for the good of Germany and its army. However, given the mood of recrimination that swept Germany in 1918 and 1919, his efforts earned him much criticism and abuse through his inevitable association with a republican government viewed by most as having negotiated the armistice and thus betrayed Germany in general and its soldiers in particular. In fact, it was in large measure Groener’s diplomacy and political manoeuvring that safeguarded the officer corps, made possible the suppression of the revolutionary movements in post-war Germany and enabled the development of the post-war Reichswehr from 1919.

99    The ‘stab in the back’ or Dolchstoß phrase was allegedly used for the first time by Ludendorff during a meeting with a senior British officer, Sir Neill Malcolm, in Berlin in late 1918. Ludendorff had accused the German government and people of having abandoned and betrayed the army, at which point Malcolm asked Ludendorff: ‘Are you endeavouring to tell me, general, that you were stabbed in the back?’ Apparently Ludendorff replied, ‘That’s it! They gave me a stab in the back – a stab in the back!’ Subsequently, von Hindenburg, Ludendorff and the high command actively promoted this as a concept to excuse or explain the army’s final defeat on the Western Front in 1918.

100  Only those serving soldiers born between 1896 and 1899 (the most recent army intakes) were planned to be retained in the active army. However, increasing indiscipline and their lack of training soon led to them also being demobilized, in March 1919.

101  Ellis, John, and Cox, Michael, The World War I Databook, Aurum Press Ltd., London, 1993, pp.269–70 and 272, and Haythornthwaite, pp.54–5. About 700,000 German civilians also died as a consequence of the war. The total number of German casualties across all fronts during the first four months of the war was 800,000, including 116,000 killed (Hastings, p.554). Significantly, this 800,000 figure included 18,000 officers, which included the loss of very many regimental-level regular officers at a formative stage of the conflict.

102  Details of the specific responsibilities of each department are not included, but are shown in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) 1912, 4th Edition (Amended to August 1914) pp.71–8 (dealing with the pre-war arrangements) and Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp.36–8 (dealing with the wartime arrangements).

103  Melvin, p. 29, quoting Manstein, Aus einem Soldatleben, pp.53–4. This was the same von Manstein who would become one of the most famous and successful German generals of World War II.

104  Cron, Hermann, Geschichte des Deutschen Heeres im Weltkriege 1914–1918, Berlin, 1937, Tr. by C. F. Colton and published as Imperial German Army 1914–18: Organization, Structure, Orders of Battle by Helion & Company, Solihull, West Midlands, 2008, p. 17.

105  Cron, p. 17.

106  Cron, p. 16.

107  Supreme commander in the east was Generalfeldmarschall von Hindenburg to 29 August 1916, then Generalfeldmarschall Prince Leopold of Bavaria until 2 January 1919, when that command headquarters was dissolved.

108  In the British army, these would be categorized as Grade 2 posts, usually designed to be filled at senior captain or major level.

109  Due to the outbreak of war in 1914, the course of 1913 was curtailed, with the officers subsequently continuing to learn their trade as general staff officers while actually occupying staff positions in headquarters, as well as in various combat units.

110  Organizational details of the various colonial forces and contingents as at August 1914 are in summary form, edited where appropriate and drawn almost exclusively from the more detailed information provided in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) 1912, 4th Edition (Amended to August 1914) pp.258–71.

111  Although officers of Prussian and Württemberg army units were interchangeable, those of the Bavarian and Saxon contingents were on separate promotion lists with their careers also managed separately.

112  Granville-Baker, p.14.

113  See also Laffin, pp.110–13.

114  Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 24.

115  Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 24.

116  The attrition of regular officers during the early part of the war (the regular officer corps was doubled to 45,923 by 1918, with 11,357 killed during the war [Simpson, Keith, History of the German Army 1648–Present, Bison Books Ltd., London, 1987, p.106]) and the increase in reserve officer numbers from about 29,000 in 1914 to just over 226,000 by 1918 (Rosinski, Herbert, The German Army, Hogarth Press, London, 1939, pp.159–60) meant that heavy reliance was placed upon many officers who had received no more than six weeks of specialist officer training and who were therefore ill-prepared for the responsibilities placed upon them. Despite the army’s critical need for experienced officers, the social prejudices of former times remained, so that the promotion to commissioned rank of the socially and intellectually acceptable Einjährigen (some 200,000 during the war) compared most unfavourably with the commissioning of some 240 NCOs (of whom 90 were in the Bavarian contingent) who met the stringent criteria for personal bravery in action mandated for such promotions.

117  See Part IX.

118  Data drawn from Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p.25, edited, updated and amplified where appropriate.

119  Ulrich and Ziemann, p. 110.

120  The Unteroffizier-Vorschulen and Unteroffizier-Schulen locations indicated are pre-war and listed at Die Deutsche Armee: Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen, Melchior Verlag (1912), p. 58. Treptow an der Rega is now the Polish town of Trzebiatów. As at late 1917, the Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 26, adds Frankenstein and Mölln to the Unteroffizier-Vorschulen list while deleting Greifenberg and Fürstfeldbruck, and adds Wetzlar and Northeim to the Unteroffizier-Schulen list while deleting Ettlingen and Biebrich.

121  It was acknowledged that men with additional qualifications would benefit the army when they eventually carried out their military service. Deferred personnel were placed on a ‘Restanten’ list, which was reviewed each year, with any men deferred for more than three years automatically exempted from further reviews and placed in the Landsturm.

122  Recruits were classified Kriegsverwendungsfähige (fit for active service), Garnisonsverwendungsfähige (fit for garrison duty in Germany, with a line-of-communication unit, or in equivalent employment with the field army), Arbeitsverwendungsfähige (fit only for employment in a labour unit or organization), or Dauernd-untaugliche (permanently unfit for military service or employment).

123  Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 14. Even munitions factories were required to provide quotas of men for military service.

124  Rosinski, p. 161.

125  Examples quoted in Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 18.

126  The equivalent value of one Mark in British pounds sterling in 1914 was 11¾d, and in 1917 one Mark was worth approximately one shilling (Handbook of the German Army at War (April 1918), p. 27 and Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) 1912, 4th Edition (Amended to August 1914) pp. 304–5 and 315). One shilling was equivalent to five of today’s new pence (i.e., 5p).

127  Granville-Baker, p. 15.

128  Granville-Baker, p. 15. The ability of the court to overrule the lawyer’s advice was important, and Granville-Baker’s distaste for these officials was no doubt influenced by ‘One occasion when I was assisting at the preliminary inquiry into an alleged offence committed by a Uhlan, the martial lawyer simply ordered his clerk to re-write the accusation as if it were a confession by the accused. “But,” remarked the Uhlan, “I never said I did it, and I never did it either.” “You must have done it,” retorted the lawyer, “it is down here in black and white.”…’

129  Ulrich, Bernd, and Ziemann, Benjamin, (Eds.) (Tr. Christine Brocks), German Soldiers in the Great War: Letters and Eyewitness Accounts, Pen & Sword Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2010, pp. 103–9.

130  Ulrich and Ziemann, pp. 108–9

131  Forms of Abinden were also, at that time, used in other armies on active service. In the British army it was officially designated ‘Field Punishment No. 1’.

132  During the same period, the British executed no fewer than 307 of their own servicemen, the French about 700, and the Italians almost 900.

133  Railways were the primary means by which absentees and deserters sought to reach Germany from the Western Front. Accordingly, the military police patrolled not only the trains and railway stations in-theatre but also routinely patrolled or established a semi-temporary or permanent post at the main railway station (Hauptbahnhof) or rail terminus in most German cities.

134  Weber, p. 151. Based upon an analysis of eighteen specific cases in the Bavarian 16th Reserve Infantry Regiment. However, the statement is also supported by other sources and accounts concerning a wide range of units at various stages of the war, while the nature and detrimental effects of trench warfare upon the mental and physical health of front-line troops in World War I is today both acknowledged and understood.

135  Weber, Thomas, Hitler’s First War: Adolf Hitler, the Men of the List Regiment, and the First World War, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p. 151.

136  Ulrich and Ziemann, pp. 154–6.

137  For example, in 1918 the adjutant (a key post) of the 1st Battalion of the predominantly Roman Catholic 16th Bavarian Infantry Regiment was Jewish. In light of future events from 1933, it was somewhat ironic that he was also the officer who, on 4 August that year, recommended the award of the Iron Cross First Class to the young Adolf Hitler, at that time serving as a Gefreiter in that regiment.

138  Granville-Baker, pp. 6-7.

139  Quoted by Weber, p. 26.

140  Weber, p. 73.

141  Quoted by Weber, p. 158.

142  Sulzbach, Herbert, ‘War Diary of a German Artilleryman’, in Wharncliffe History Magazine 1914, Outbreak of World War One 95 Years On, published in association with Pen & Sword Military Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2009, p. 31. In fact, Herbert Sulzbach was promoted Gefreiter that Christmas Eve. Note that in Germany, Christmas Eve (Heiligabend) is celebrated as the main day of the festival rather than Christmas Day (Weihnachtstag).

143  Emden, pp. 265–6.

144  Ulrich and Ziemann, pp. 94–6. It is unclear whether or not this report included attitudes to all chaplains or only those of the Roman Catholic faith. By inference it includes all of them. However, these comments should be treated with a degree of caution, as it later highlights a somewhat overstated antipathy between Bavaria and Roman Catholicism and Prussia and north German Protestantism, where it quotes the view of some Bavarian soldiers that: ‘The dislike of the Prussians is so severe that many people consider it better to get together with France. They suspect North Germany to make common cause with England and would betray us [Bavarians].’

145  Jünger, Copse 125, from which some of the ensuing information concerning rest areas is drawn.

146  Unlike, for example, the pragmatic approach taken by the French army with its officially established military brothels, each with its formal military designation and identifying number.

147  Ulrich and Ziemann, p. 122.

148  In some cases these Austro-Hungarian women did so unofficially as civilian volunteers, not only assisting with the day-to-day supply of food and water to the troops but also gathering military intelligence where the operational situation was sufficiently fluid for them to pass unnoticed between the lines. A few more adventurous young Austro-Hungarian women disguised themselves as men and successfully enlisted as ordinary soldiers. Inevitably most were found out in due course, although by then many had already demonstrated remarkable courage and strength of character and were therefore allowed to remain with their units unofficially. The preceding information is derived from the Heeresgeschichtliches Museum, Vienna, temporary exhibition Women at War 1914–1918 (14 March to 29 September 2013), which dealt with all aspects of women who supported the Austro-Hungarian war effort, both on the Home Front and while serving with units of the Austro-Hungarian military forces. The only female war correspondent of the First World War was also an Austrian, Alice Schalek. She reported many aspects of the Austrian forces’ involvement in the conflict as well as touching upon the Central Powers’ wider military activities. As a woman she brought a unique perspective and style to a means of communication and news dissemination that was otherwise entirely dominated by male war correspondents and official photographers; she was frequently criticised for ‘the blithe naïvety with which she wrote about death on an industrial scale [which] made her many enemies’ (Rietveld, p. 230).

149  In extremis, as the economic situation worsened, some women inevitably resorted to prostitution as an alternative or supplementary source of income. Such activity was officially and vigorously condemned and actively discouraged, with an ever-present threat (announced by posters and leaflets) that enforced medical examinations of such women were liable to be conducted by the military authorities in order to counter the problem of sexually transmitted diseases affecting serving soldiers home on leave. However, this problem was apparently considered much greater by the military authorities in Austria-Hungary than in Germany.

150  The subject of German army uniforms from 1871 to 1910 is a complex topic, involving the evolution of the uniforms of all the separate armies and contingents fielded by the principal German states over a period of some forty years. This necessarily includes coverage of a great variety of parade, walking-out, in-barracks and field service uniforms, as well as chronicling the general adoption of Prussian-style uniforms and equipment by the lesser German states over that period. However, a survey of such magnitude is beyond the scope of this work, which deals primarily with the Kaiser’s army between 1914 and 1918 and mainly with the field service uniforms worn by its soldiers during those years.

151  Army order dated 23 February 1910. One source (Marrion, R. J., and Embleton, G. A., ‘The Field Service Uniform of the Imperial German Army, 1914–1915’, in Tradition No. 32, Belmont-Maitland Publishers Ltd., London, c. early 1970s, p. 8) indicates that the government AOK order in council (Allerhöchste-Kabinetts-Order) to commence trials of a new field uniform was dated 14 February 1907. For Jäger, Schützen, Jäger zu Pferde and (later) specialist machine-gun units a grey-green (Graugrün) field uniform was adopted. The latter also appears as green-grey (Grüngrau) in some sources. The German army was by no means the first to recognize the advantages of a camouflage uniform, and the dark khaki field service uniform used by the British army from the early twentieth century reflected Britain’s hard-learned lessons during imperial conflicts in India and more recently against the Boers in South Africa.

152  Cron p. 42. War Ministry order 1659.6.15.A.2 (19 July 1915). Less than a year later this order was extended to mounted troops, horse drivers in certain units, and senior staff personnel (War Ministry order 1756.3.16.A.2 dated 26 April 1916), indicating a pragmatic recognition by the general staff of the general irrelevance of swords in modern warfare.

153  Cron, pp. 41–2. War Ministry orders 227 (19 August 1914), 228 (15 August 1914) and 735 (27 October 1916).

154  The summary of Litzen details is drawn primarily from Die Deutsche Armee – Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen (circa 1910/1912), German Army Handbook 1918, Handbook of the German Army (4th Edition), August 1914 and Die grauen Felduniform der deutschen Armee (Leipzig, 1914) as well as museum uniform items and other contemporary documents.

155  The shoulder-strap buttons of the 1st Company of the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards bore a letter ‘L’ for ‘Leib’.

156  Charles Woolley (Uniforms & Equipment of the Imperial German Army 1900–1918, Volume 1), pp. 8–9; Stephens and Maddocks, p. 66; Die Deutsche Armee: Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen, pp. 189–94 and 218–21; Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen, pp. 114–15 (Verlag von C. Heinrich, Dresden, 1914/15); Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial), pp. 109 and 112; and other sources.

157  The 1st Guard Field Artillery Regiment also had a narrow strip of white piping inside the outer scarlet piping.

158  Details of this coloured or multicoloured Bortenbesatz are not included, as they can only be properly understood by viewing actual examples. The best illustrated references for the cavalry Bortenbesatz may be found in Die Deutsche Armee: Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen and Die grauen Felduniform der Deutschen Armee.

159  Cron, p. 42.

160  Many contemporary photographs and military museum exhibits indicate various anomalies and combinations of modifications to field service uniform jackets issued during the period after 1910 and prior to 1916.

161  Cron p. 42. Army High Command (AOK) order 735 (21 September 1915).

162  Apart from the full dress uniforms of the Garde du Corps, Garde Kürassiere and some hussar units.

163  Ulan units adopted a standard shaped shoulder-strap in place of the pear shape of the M 1910 uniform. However, the Hussar regiments retained their traditional shoulder-cords. The table of shoulder-strap colours updates the equivalent information in the official German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918); in Stephens and Maddocks; and in Fosten, D. S. V. and Marrion, R. J., The German Army 1914–18, Osprey Publishing, London, 1985. The German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918) is somewhat ambiguous on the insignia worn by medical and veterinary officers on their post-M 1910 field service uniforms, but implies (p. 160) that the coloured collar patches of the old M 1910 uniform were retained, and that for these officers the shoulder-cords/lace showing their rank ‘remain unchanged’ from that used on the M 1910 uniform.

164  Details of the coloured piping, shoulder-straps, cuffs, etc., for the M 1915 Friedensuniform are drawn primarily from Fosten and Marrion, pp. 36–8, with additional information from Woolley, Volume 1, pp. 6, 235–7, and Die Deutsche Armee: Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen.

165  AOK order 735 dated 21 September 1915. Fosten and Marrion state (p. 36) that this uniform was optional for officers and other ranks alike and therefore had to be purchased rather than issued, which would have limited its use other than for walking-out and other more formal occasions involving individual officers and other ranks.

166  These uniforms subsequently emerged again during the post-1918 Reichswehr period of the Weimar Republic, when numbers of officers and Freikorps members appeared wearing them.

167  Details of the coloured piping, etc., for the M 1915 Friedensuniform trousers and officers gala hose are drawn primarily from Fosten and Marrion, p. 38.

168  By implication, this practice may have been retained by some units. However, no photographic or other documentary evidence of the use in the field of coloured collar patches on post-1915 greatcoats could be found.

169  Quoted in German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918), p. 159.

170  There are various theories and stories about the origin and style of the Pickelhaube. In one case its appearance was attributed to the painter Heinrich Stilke (1803–60) who was allegedly commissioned by the King of Prussia to do this design work. Another painter, Moritz von Schwind of Bavaria, may also have contributed to the process, perhaps unwittingly, as a fresco painted by him in the Knights’ Hall of the royal castle at Hohenschwangau, Bavaria, in the mid-1830s featured a helmet very similar to the Prussian design adopted in 1842. In the same timeframe, the steelworks of Wilhelm Jaeger of Elberstadt was reported to have provided the Prussian general staff with a prototype helmet made of sheet steel for evaluation. Indeed, both metal and leather versions of the Pickelhaube were developed and used. Finally, in yet another account, the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm IV reputedly saw a prototype Pickelhaube-style helmet on the desk of Tsar Nicholas I during a state visit by the Prussian monarch to Russia. He so liked its design that on his return to Prussia he ordered the development and production of the helmet for the Prussian Army before the Russians could introduce it into theirs. Whatever the truth may be, it is a matter of record that the Pickelhaube first appeared in 1842 and, with minor improvements and modifications, its overall shape or image remained synonymous with Prussian and German militarism for some 80 years thereafter.

171  In addition to the scroll running across its wings and upper chest, the helmet plate’s Prussian eagle usually bore the letters ‘FR’ or ‘FWR’ at its centre. Until 1918, ‘FWR’ was used on the eagle badge of the original twelve Prussian infantry regiments that existed before the Wars of Liberation 1813–15, and denoted Friedrich Wilhelm III (born 1770; ruled 1797–1840), who instigated a number of major reforms of the army during his reign. Similarly, until 1918, ‘FR’ was used on the eagle badges of all other infantry (and many other) units formed post-1815 to denote and commemorate the first king of Prussia, Friedrich I (who was crowned ‘King in Prussia’, 18 January 1701). For this reason, Prussian helmet plates were not changed or updated to show the initials of the current Kaiser, Wilhelm II, or indeed those of his predecessors, Friedrich III and Wilhelm I.

172  Also simply termed ‘Abzeichen’ (i.e., badge) in some sources.

173  In a variation of the general policy for cockades, the large oblong-shaped Feldzeichen cockade worn by marine battalions on the centre top of the front of their shakos in 1915 was in the German national colours, with no additional side cockades (Kube, Jan K., Militaria: A Study of German Helmets and Uniforms 1729–1918, Schiffer Publishing Ltd., West Chester, Pennsylvania, 1990, p. 146).

174  This is shown in one source as the ‘1st Assault Battalion’. However, assault battalions were generally formed only from December 1916 (War Ministry Order No. 3038 dated 4 December 1916). Therefore it is possible that the restructured and semi-experimental Assault Battalion Rohr (attached to Army Detachment Gaede and very successfully engaged in the Vosges area on 22/23 December 1915), the forerunner of all the later assault battalions and companies, was in fact the ‘assault battalion’ that conducted the helmet’s final trial in the field.

175  Some sources suggest that the M 1918 modifications were specifically made to facilitate its use by the cavalry and artillerymen and by communications troops who were required to operate while wearing headphones under the helmet. However, while the M 1918 did probably satisfy these needs, the general staff’s stated requirement and the helmet’s resultant shape were not prompted by them originally.

176  Also spelt ‘Tschapska’ in some sources.

177  For parade and full dress purposes a white horsehair plume could be attached behind the Feldzeichen cockade on the Tschapka, together with a regimental-coloured cover for the upper part (the board and its supporting column) of the headdress.

178  Cron pp. 42–3 and German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918), p. 159.

179  ‘Gott Mit Uns’ may also be translated as ‘God is/will be on our side’ or ‘God [be] with us’.

180  ‘In Treue Fest’ may also be translated as ‘In faithfulness we stand [for our king]’ or ‘In faithfulness is our strength’.

181  The Fettbüchse was about four centimetres deep and ten in diameter. It was lined with porcelain or bakelite, and the lid and container joint was sealed with rubber. This particular item of equipment survived both world wars and is today part of the field equipment carried by soldiers of the Bundeswehr, where it is now termed a ‘Butterdose’ or ‘butter can’.

182  The listed contents of the Tornister is comprehensive and drawn from several sources, as well as including additional advice and information provided by the Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr, Dresden. The purpose of the ‘copper metal tin’ is not clear, although it is shown in the kit lists in at least two separate contemporary sources and might possibly have contained matches, cigarettes or similar items.

183  All details of the equipment typically carried by an infantryman in the European theatre of operations are extracted from Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen, pp. 78–80 and German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918), p. 52, with additional information from the Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr, Dresden.

184  Weber, p. 149.

185  Temperate-weight versions of these uniforms for use while serving in or visiting the European theatre also existed, as did corduroy and khaki walking-out dress uniforms, and white cotton drill uniforms for use on parades and other formal occasions while overseas.

186  A detailed account of the pre-war organization of the Schutztruppen, army colonial detachments, and German colonial police and paramilitary forces in the Western Pacific, Kiao-chau and East Asia is not included in this account. However, this information is set out in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial), (4th Edition) (August, 1914), pp. 258–71.

187  De Quesada, Alejandro M., Uniforms of the German Soldier: An Illustrated History from 1870 to the End of World War I, Greenhill Books/Lionel Leventhal Ltd., London, 2006, suggests (p. 103) that the fez worn by Schutztruppen in German East Africa and German South West Africa was a taller version of the fez worn in Kamerun and made of khaki rather than red material. However, the photograph on which this assessment is made may in fact simply show the standard red fez with the khaki cover in place, to which the rear sun-shield has already been fitted.

188  Details of the Erkennungsmarke are drawn primarily from German Army Handbook 1918 (April 1918), pp. 153–4. While the second and third types of disc undoubtedly aided the positive identification of casualties by the army, the reliability of the disc updating process was questionable, limiting to some extent the intelligence value of the disc to an enemy seeking to use it to identify German units. As German Army Handbook 1918 (which was prepared by the British army’s intelligence staff) observes, ‘The identity disc is not a reliable means of [unit] identification, as the transfer of a man from a depot to a field unit or from one field unit to another is not always recorded.’

189  While the Soldbuch used by the German Wehrmacht 1933–45 reflected many of the characteristics of its predecessor used in the imperial German army 1914–18, by 1933 a photograph of the soldier was also included.

190  This table provides an indication of the broad range of unit types in the imperial German army of 1914. However, as with most military organization tables and statistics, different sources vary on certain matters of detail. This table was compiled originally from the information in Fosten and Marrion p. 7, subsequently updated and modified by reference to Simpson, Seaton, Laffin and Rosinski, as well as by research at museums in Germany, then verified and further amended by cross-referencing to Sichel and von Specht (by far the most comprehensive English-language source, but which provides detailed information only as at 1 October 1899). On specific categories of unit, the post-1900 information provided in a number of issues of Tradition published during the late-1960s and the 1970s was also useful. While the information provides a valid overview of the scale and composition of the German army on the outbreak of the war in 1914, the reader or researcher should be aware that some of the figures shown for the infantry in particular will vary slightly between different sources, depending on categorization and the ‘as at’ date.

191  Also shown as ‘Kompagnie’ in contemporary documents. This reflects the French influence upon various German military terms and titles used during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and although much less evident from about 1900 the use or spelling of some French-influenced military words persisted into the early twentieth century.

192  Wilkinson, p. 15.

193  These Truppen-Nachrichtenabteilungen typically comprised an officer and up to 150 other ranks. They were soon established in combat units, with one in every infantry and artillery regiment by 1917. The capabilities of these detachments might embrace some or all of telephony, telegraphy, line laying, light signalling, flag signalling, sound signalling, carrier pigeons, messenger dogs, message projectors and munitions, and various other means of passing orders and information. Accordingly, the precise organization, equipment and size of a Truppen-Nachrichtenabteilung depended upon the type of regiment supported, its role, and the operational theatre in which its parent regiment or organization was deployed.

194  In simple terms, 1st Line support provided immediate and essential combat support (ammunition, food, medical and other items depending upon the type of unit) for a unit to carry out its task while in direct contact with the enemy during a specified period of time, without further resupply. The 2nd Line support was held back out of contact and stood ready to replenish the 1st Line echelon when required, as well as providing specialist and non-essential services: artificers, sutlers and so on. Above battalion level, a number of 2nd Line support elements from different units of the same formation could be co-located, whereas 1st Line support would usually be with its parent battalion or equivalent-size unit. In summary, the 1st/2nd Line division simply enabled essential support to be deployed well forward without non-essential support becoming involved in the battle, while at the same time being close enough to replenish and support the 1st Line when required. As a matter of principle, logistical support should always be provided from the rear forward to the units, not by troops from units going back behind their unit positions for ammunition, rations, etc.

195  The summary of Sturmbataillone and Sturmkompanie allocation to armies, together with some other details of assault detachments, is drawn from Marrion, R. J., and Embleton, G. A., ‘Germany 1914–18: Assault Detachments (Stosstruppen)’, in Tradition No. 25, Belmont-Maitland Publishers Ltd., London, circa late 1960s, pp. 14, 22 and 23.

196  The 9-millimetre Bergmann MP18 submachine-gun was the forerunner of several similar weapons in subsequent conflicts but arrived too late for its true potential to be realized in World War I. However, although late into service its worth was quickly recognized in 1918, with all officers, NCOs and at least ten men in each assault company (Sturmkompanie) receiving them, as well as six men in the standard infantry companies of infantry battalions and regiments.

197  The German word ‘Ulan’ (plural ‘Ulanen’) has been adopted throughout this work, although English and French texts frequently use the version ‘Uhlan’ (plural ‘Uhlans’).

198  By 1918 these signals detachments possessed both a wireless and a telephone capability, the troops to man the detachments being found primarily from the existing regimental telephone sections.

199  Handbook of the German Army in War, April, 1918, p. 63.

200  Handbook of the German Army in War, April, 1918, p. 66, although Haythornthwaite states (p. 200) that Reserve, Ersatz and Landwehr cavalry regiments had no more than three squadrons. Haythorthwaite also suggests that there were 33 Reserve, one Ersatz and two Landwehr regiments, rather than the 39 Reserve regiments shown elsewhere. Most sources indicate a four-squadron organization for the Reserve regiments, although Ersatz, Landwehr and Landsturm regiments may well have fielded only three squadrons.

201  Twenty-seven horse artillery batteries were Prussian, three Saxon, and three Bavarian. Prussia provided 456 field artillery batteries, Saxony 48, Bavaria 72 and Württemberg 24. Prussia also provided the nine batteries at the school of gunnery at Jüterbog.

202  Later the central school of gunnery (Artillerie-Schießschule) at Jüterbog.

203  In January 2012 one of these observation towers was on display in the area just inside the entrance to the Imperial War Museum main building in London, England. The tower was extended, its optics fully functioning.

204  British army intelligence assessment quoted in German Army Handbook, April 1918, p. 91. A German general staff document captured in May 1917 also tended to support this view about the early ‘anti-tank batteries’, although the 7.7-centimetre gun equipped Nahkampf-Batterienen were undoubtedly more effective than their predecessors of 1916.

205  Infantry gun (Infanterie-Geschütz) batteries were equipped with 7.62-centimetre high-explosive-firing guns produced by modifying captured Russian field guns. This involved halving the barrel length and remounting the main assembly on a lowered gun carriage fitted with a modified recoil mechanism. In addition to their principal role of providing support to infantry assault battalions, these infantry gun batteries also served as anti-tank batteries when necessary and provided close supporting fire to units in the forward trenches. Usually no more than one of these batteries was allocated to a divisional sector at any one time.

206  Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 124.

207  Howitzers with a calibre of 21 centimetres or greater were generally categorized as ‘mortars’ (Mörser) rather than as ‘guns’ or ‘howitzers’.

208  Some contemporary sources suggest that by August 1914 the overall figure might have been as high as ‘about 400 batteries’ including all of the heavy artillery batteries, with ‘about 2,250’ foot artillery batteries in the field by 1918.

209  Handbook of the German Army in War, April, 1918, p. 78.

210  The Allgemeines Kriegsdepartment 7. Abteilung Verkehrswesen had been formed a month earlier in response to the first appearance of these Allied armoured vehicles on the Western Front.

211  See Cron, p. 197.

212  War Ministry order No. 1587, 22 September 1918

213  Cron, p. 198.

214  Before 1914, mining was the responsibility of the eight fortress battalions of the Pionier-Korps, based at Posen, Köln, Graudenz, Metz, Mainz, Straßburg, Königsberg, and Ehrenbreitstein. Thereafter, mining skills were rapidly developed throughout the Pionier-Korps and wider army, with a pioneer mining company in 1918 being established with 4 officers and 250 other ranks.

215  Before infantry Minenwerfer sections were introduced into infantry battalions, Pionier-Korps Minenwerfer companies were equipped with three heavy, six medium and twelve light Minenwerfer.

216  An example of a German army mine rescue helmet may be seen in the World War I trench warfare display in the Imperial War Museum in London, England (on display in January 2012).

217  This battalion was grouped with mechanical transport troops to form a Bavarian airship and mechanical transport battalion. A Bavarian inspector of military air and mechanical transport services was responsible for overseeing the peacetime activities and professional standards of the Bavarian airship and flying troops.

218  The Flieger-Ersatz-Abteilungen were located at Altenburg (1st), Schneidemühl (2nd), Gotha (3rd), Posen (4th), Hannover (5th), Grossenhain (Saxony) (6th), Braunschweig (7th), Graudenz (8th), Darmstadt (9th), Böblingen (Württenberg) (10th), Breslau (11th), Cottbus (12th), Bromberg (13th), Halle (Saale) (14th), Königsberg (15th), Schleissheim (near Munich) (1st Bavarian), and Fürth (2nd Bavarian. The seven Bavarian flying schools were located at Germersheim, Neustadt, Fürth, Schleissheim, Lager Lechfeld, Gersthofen, and Bamberg.

219  Under naval control, German airships continued to carry out strategic and other bombing missions until August 1918. The last such attack against the British mainland was by Zeppelin L70, which was shot down off the English coast on 5 August 1918. See Buchan, Violet E., ‘The German Naval Airship Service 1914–18’, in Tradition No. 59, Belmont-Maitland Publishers Ltd., London, c.1970s, pp. 26–7.

220  The statistical information for this tabulated summary is drawn largely from Ellis, John, and Cox, Michael, The World War I Databook, Aurum Press Ltd., London, 1993, pp. 256–7, with some minor corrections made where appropriate.

221  In 1900, before the development of the Zeppelin and use of transport airships, the army’s observation balloon units were categorized as engineer units (Sigel and von Specht, pp. 58–60).

222  Details of Feldluftschiffer-Abteilungen in 1918 provided in Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 111.

223  This arrangement, which was not unreasonable at the time, established a precedent that had unforeseen future consequences. Almost four decades later, during World War II (with the air force [Luftwaffe] by then a separate service within the armed forces [Wehrmacht]), the Luftwaffe anti-aircraft artillery units were equipped with the versatile 8.8-centimetre Flak gun – a weapon that proved even more useful against tanks and other ground targets than against aircraft. Military logic indicated that these Luftwaffe units should have been fully a part of the army, but Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring viewed any such transfer as a reduction in his own power as head of the Luftwaffe, and so throughout World War II his headquarters steadfastly resisted granting the army anything more than temporary operational control of these Flak units.

224  Before the war, field searchlight units were attached to pioneer battalions, the illumination of ground targets, support for ground movement and for night operations being their principal tasks.

225  The professional standards and work of the fortress telephone companies were in the first instance the responsibility of the local garrison communications officer.

226  The tactical signalling capability available to the combat arms prior to and during the war is dealt with in Part VII. Flag and light signalling and a limited line telephone capability were at first the main means of passing information and instructions at regimental level, but once the conflict was under way these were soon modified or enhanced and expanded to include other means of communication and emerging technology.

227  The Heimatschläge are described as ‘frequently mobile’ in Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 121, although it is unclear how easily this capability could be reconciled with the homing abilities of these pigeons.

228  Cron, p. 208.

229  Wilkinson, p. 15.

230  Information (edited and simplified) drawn from Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp. 123–4.

231  Wilkinson, p. 15 (quoting from the observations of Alexander Powell, August 1914).

232  Quoted in Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 129.

233  Zaloga, Steven J., Armored Trains, Osprey Publishing, Oxford, 2008, p. 10.

234  Light railway (Feldbahn) systems were used in the forward areas (within 30 kilometres of the front line on the Western Front) to assist the movement of ammunition and supplies, with two primary rail lines typically supporting a division front to rear, as well as various transverse lines. The rail gauges in use varied between one metre and 60 centimetres, with the latter gauge usually found only in the most forward areas and incorporated into trench tramways. By 1917, the existence of light railway lines on the Western Front enabled bulk stores and ammunition to be broken down some 25 kilometres from the front line, rather than the eight to ten kilometres that had usually applied during the early war years. Light railway systems were generally constructed on less active sectors of the front and (unless part of a properly constructed and integrated area light railway system) should not be confused with improvised ‘stand-alone’ or ‘self-help’ railways constructed by units within their own trenches or to support mining and tunnelling activities. The standard of construction, extent, type of rolling stock, track gauge and operational application of trench tramways varied considerably and also depended upon the availability of a suitable means of motive power.

235  Information (edited) drawn from Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, diagram p. 126.

236  Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 131. The disinfecting stations established at the German border were called Entläusungs-Anstalten.

237  These breakdown repair wagons controlled by MED I (Lille) were based at Ghent, Ostend, Orchies, Somain, Ledeberg, Courtrai, Ath, St. Ghislain, Tourcoing, Cambrai, Bruges, and Tournai, with two at Meirelbeke, three at Lille, and two at Valenciennes.

238  Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, p. 130–1.

239  In contrast, the Allies had more than 200,000 motor vehicles in military service by 1917, all of which were largely unconstrained by any lack of rubber tyres or fuel oils.

240  Due to the way in which the general staff procured much of the army’s motor transport, it is not practicable to provide details of the very many types of cars, trucks and other motor vehicles that were routinely used by the army during the war, nor of all the various German and other manufacturers of this considerable range of officially procured, captured and requisitioned vehicles.

241  Prior to the war, Bavaria’s relatively small numbers of mechanical transport troops were combined with airship troops in a single Bavarian airship and mechanical transport battalion.

242  Train regiments are also referred to as ‘battalions’ in some source documents.

243  The 2nd Guard Train Regiment had three squadrons. Five Train regiments had an additional 36 other ranks, and the 15th Train Regiment had additional riding horses and pack horses for infantry and Jäger regiments.

244  The army-wide allocation of Train troops and resources on mobilization was complex, and once mobilized Train units were variously termed battalions, companies, columns, echelons, depots, replacement depots and trains depending upon their function. The tabulated summary of Train units and support is intended to provide an indication of the overall scope and scale of Train support provided in war. The information provided on this particular subject is drawn primarily from Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) 1912, 4th Edition (Amended to August 1914) pp. 55, 195–200, 225, and 228; and Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp. 133–4. The tabulated information showing the Train units and support 1914–15 represents an edited summary of the arrangements planned by the general staff prior to the war, which were applied during the first eighteen months of the conflict. This preceded the introduction of a more efficient and streamlined system at the beginning of 1916, designed primarily to reduce the amount of logistical support unit movement and consequent disruption whenever a corps or division relocated.

245  A regimental supply officer might also be appointed, although this post was not formally established in wartime; while in any case a regiment’s transport officer was usually capable of dealing with specific supply issues in addition to his primary responsibilities.

246  Trapnell, David, ‘Some Aspects of German Forces Feldpost in World War I’, in the Forces Postal History Society Journal No. 277, Autumn 2008. The observation on censorship practice is based upon examples of this activity in 1915 and 1916.

247  Edited details of ration allocations, amounts, weights, and distribution are drawn from Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) 1912, 4th Edition (Amended to August 1914) pp. 225–6 and Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp. 135–8.

248  Wilkinson, p. 15.

249  The Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp. 94–5, edited extracts consolidated as a comparative table.

250  Medical Inspectorate Area 1 (Posen): II, III, V, VI Army Corps; Area 2 (Berlin): Guard, IV, IX, X Army Corps; Area 3 (Kassel): VI, VIII, XI, XVII Army Corps; Area 4 (Straßburg): XIV, XV, XVI, XXI Army Corps; Area 5 (Danzig): I, XVII, XX Army Corps.

251  Regimental medical centres (Kasernenkrankenstuben) in barracks provided basic treatment and assessment; garrison hospitals (Garnisons-lazarette) were established for any garrison with a minimum strength of 600 personnel; auxiliary hospitals (Hilfslazarette) supplemented the Garnisons-lazarette where necessary; temporary local hospitals (Orts- und Baracken-lazarette) were established to support manoeuvres; convalescent homes and specialist facilities were used when and if required.

252  These stretcher-bearers were included in the regiment’s strength rather than as members of the medical service: an infantry battalion, for example, had sixteen medically-trained stretcher bearers, plus additional soldiers temporarily allocated to this task by the battalion when the number of casualties so required. However, additional stretcher-bearers might also be allocated from the 208 in the bearer company (Sanitätskompanie), which was part of the medical service divisional field ambulance.

253  Von Lettow-Vorbeck was promoted Generalmajor after his success against British forces at Mahiwa in October 1917. He was an Oberstleutnant when he began his campaign in November 1914.

254  Although a fictitious account, the choice of name for this ‘casualty’ came from a field post card in the author’s possession, dated 25 August 1914, written to Ersatzreservist Walter Leider of 30 Festungsbaukompagnie, Graudenz, by Frau Leider in Steglitz, near Berlin. That Walter Leider was clearly a pioneer rather than an infantryman and no further connection with that soldier is intended or implied. However, the 15th ‘Prince Frederick of the Netherlands’ Infantry Regiment (Westphalian No. 2) of the 26th Infantry Brigade of the 13th Division was very much a real infantry unit, which had been in the line at the Hill 304 sector ever since 10 October 1916, remaining there until it redeployed in May 1917.

255  Leider was fortunate to have received a proper dressing, as by early 1918 shortages of bandaging material resulted in Ersatz substitute dressings made of crêpe paper, wood fibre and even requisitioned lace curtains being issued to medical units.

256  Although the card would normally be issued before a soldier reached the Wagenhalteplatz, and certainly before he reached the Hauptverbandplatz, the system was sufficiently responsive and flexible to allow its issue at the Hauptverbandplatz if a soldier might for some legitimate reason have circumvented the standard evacuation system but was nevertheless clearly sick or wounded (for example, he might have become a casualty while carrying out a duty in the area of the main dressing station or elsewhere well to the rear of his regiment’s operational area). In such cases the card would be issued retrospectively and the soldier’s unit informed. Any soldier found to be both unwounded and without a card on his arrival either at the Wagenhalteplatz or the Hauptverbandplatz would be returned to his unit forthwith, when he might also attract disciplinary action.

257  A medical officer was not necessarily found at the Wagenhalteplatz but was deployed there when so ordered by the Divisionsarzt.

258  Every corps-level formation had a four-horsed field X-Ray (Röntgen Ray) wagon, as well as a two-horsed mobile water-sterilizing wagon.

259  Sometimes also known by its pre-war title of the ‘casualty and wounded transport detachment’ (Krankentransportabteilung).

260  In Prussia, Bavaria and Württemberg but not in the case of Saxony. In peacetime, the Saxon Landgendarmerie was not under any form of military control.

261  Quoted in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 232–3.

262  Quoted in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 233.

263  Details of training area locations, sizes (1 hectare = 10,000 square metres ) and army-corps military districts from Die Deutsche Armee: Die Uniformen in übersichtlichen Farbendarstellungen, p. 58. The place names shown in the table of peacetime permanent training areas are those in use in 1912.

264  Handbook of the German Army, April 1918, p. 18. It is unclear from this reference whether these changes all took place shortly before the war or (more probably) at various times between 1912 and 1917.

265  See Wehrmann, Dr. Volker, Die Senne in alten Ansichten und Schilderungen, Merkur-Druck, 4930 Detmold, 1985, pp. 159–83, for an account of the military development of the Sennelager training area.

266  Later in the war, when more infantry units were needed and the prospect of traditional cavalry operations was much diminished, numbers of cavalry units were employed as ordinary infantry in the trenches on the Western Front during 1916 and 1917. A description of these Kavallerie-Schützen regiments is in Part VI.

267  Emden, p. 64.

268  Quoted in Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 233.

269  Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen 1914/1915, pp. 200–1.

270  Preceding quote from Jünger, Copse 125, p. 40.

271  Jünger, Copse 125, p. 85. This spirit is named by Jünger as ‘Ober-Ost’ (which is also the abbreviated title of the supreme command on the Eastern Front). Troops probably – whether locally or more generally – adopted this particular name informally and as a nickname or humorous title for this inebriating spirit. In another work by Jünger (Tagebucher 1 – Der Erste Weltkrieg: Das Wäldchen), he again mentions a form of ‘Schnaps’ called Ober-Ost, which he describes (p. 353) with some irony as being a ‘medicine to fight the cold’. Several other accounts allude to the drinking of ‘Schnaps’ by soldiers in the forward areas to ward off the effects of influenza, justifying such contraventions of the general constraints on consuming alcohol in the front line with the excuse that it was necessary for ‘medicinal purposes’. Inevitably, various alcoholic spirits were distilled unofficially by enterprising soldiers, although others asserted that – due to its ability to render drinkers unconscious after just a few glasses – the most widely available forms of Ober-Ost were probably pure methyl alcohol.

272  All of the preceding short quotes on tunnelling are from Jünger, Copse 125, p. 107.

273  Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 247.

274  See Stone, ‘First Reich’, pp. 52–3, 243, 271–2, and 307.

275  Sustained fire engagements involved maintaining a rate of fire of 500 rounds per minute, which in turn required efficient changes of the machine-gun’s standard 250-round ammunition belts and topping up the cooling-water jacket after 1,000 rounds (i.e., after every fourth belt was expended).

276  The inclusion of a Jäger battalion in each of the original cavalry divisions on mobilization originated from a desire to counter the French army’s inclusion of infantry cyclist units in their cavalry divisions. Although this concept was apparently judged successful at the 1912 Kaisermanöver (Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 238), the relative immobility of these infantrymen compared with the cavalrymen with whom they were operating makes this questionable. There was a pre-war intention to provide the Jäger battalions with motor transport in due course, but this idea was overtaken by events and not taken forward once the war was under way.

277  Haythornthwaite, pp. 88–9.

278  Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 253-4.

279  Dienstunterricht des Königlich Sächsischen Infanteristen 1914/1915, pp. 247–50 (diagram and amplifying text).

280  Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 253–4.

281  Handbook of the German Army (Home and Colonial) (Fourth Edition) 1912, Amended to August 1914, pp. 250.

282  Quoted by Weber, p. 27.

283  The Hague Convention of 1907 failed to anticipate adequately the situation where an occupying power exerted its own sovereign authority over the residual population of a state that the occupier was still fighting, but to which that population remained bound both morally and legally. Consequently the position of French citizens from 1914 was particularly difficult. In addition, the proper and legal status of resources and private property seized by the Germans to support their own war effort and deny these sources of financial, industrial or matériel support to the Allies was frequently ambiguous in terms of the Hague Convention.

284  Renz, Krumeich and Hirschfeld, pp. 46–7 (extracts from the diary of Lille schoolmistress Maria Degrutère).

285  The selected diary entries for the period 14 October 1914 to 25 December 1916 are drawn from Renz, Krumeich and Hirschfeld, pp. 44–62. For clarity, the two sets of extracts have been consolidated and the editing includes some amplification of the original text where necessary but introduces no additional factual material.

286  Inevitably perhaps, numbers of women in northern France were intimately involved with German officers and soldiers during the war. Sometimes this was through the numerous brothels that prospered in many of the larger towns and cities in occupied areas; alternatively, such involvement was often by individual women who had pragmatically accepted the financial and material benefits and perceived protection that a German soldier could provide to them. Many of these personal liaisons were entirely free of any form of coercion, being the natural consequence of genuine emotional attachments and relationships that necessarily transcended politics, patriotism and the risk of being labelled a collaborator.

287  Renz, Krumeich and Hirschfeld, p. 46 (extract from the diary of Lille schoolmistress Maria Degrutère).

288  Quoted by Weber, p. 129, from the diary of an unnamed French physician (an ophthalmologist) resident in Lille in 1915.

289  Emden, pp. 367–8.

290  Quoted by Melvin, p. 39.

291  Quoted by Melvin, p. 39.

292  For example, although unsubstantiated by any fact, rumours among the Allies that von Hindenburg was massing new forces in the area of Hannover in order to resume the war gained considerable credibility in government and diplomatic circles during the month following the armistice. Once out of Germany, Brigadier Rees played an important part in briefing and convincing those in British government circles and elsewhere that the German army was indeed a defeated force. Such rumours were largely a result of the general breaking of contact between the Allied ground forces and the Germans on the Western Front in mid-November and simultaneously of a general cessation of intelligence gathering and reporting on the German army. The similarity of this to the Anglo-US belief in 1945 about the (mythical) existence of Hitler’s Alpine Redoubt at the end of World War II is striking.

293  Although 60 per cent of the population voted to remain German, Polish pressure and a League of Nations decision in 1922 resulted in the partition of Silesia, with the industry-rich Upper Silesia going to Poland. This was yet another post-war decision – together with that made at Versailles in 1919 forbidding an Austrian Anschluß – that would in the 1930s be used by Hitler and the Nazi Party in their propaganda to support their ambitions and plans for the future of Germany and Europe.

294  Carr, William, A History of Germany 1815–1990, Hodder Headline Group, London, 1991, p. 258.

295  The Republic was so named following the government’s relocation from Berlin to the small Thuringian town of Weimar in February 1919, by which time the deteriorating security situation in the capital had made its continued presence there untenable.

296  The British army’s Lee-Enfield rifle has received similar acclaim from time to time. However, the combination of the German ‘S’ (Spitze-Geschoß) bullet with the Gew 98 produced a flatter bullet trajectory than that of the Lee-Enfield and was therefore more accurate and less problematical weapon-for-weapon, especially in the hands of less experienced troops. However, the particular marksmanship and weapon-handling skills of the British army’s regular infantrymen using the Lee-Enfield more than compensated for the Gew 98’s strengths on numerous occasions, particularly during the first year of the war, which also reinforced views that the Lee-Enfield was a technologically superior rifle.

297    The name Parabellum is derived from the Latin motto of the Deutsche Waffen- und Munitionsfabriken (DWM) factory that produced the P 08 Luger Parabellum pistol. The full motto was ‘Si vis pacem, para bellum’ (‘If you seek peace, prepare for war’).

298  Although officially banned by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, production of the MP 18 continued secretly into the early 1920s, with its final production total being some 35,000.

299  The ammunition types shown are those in general use by the army in 1917, as described in Handbook of the German Army in War, April 1918, pp. 49–50.

300  Hand grenades were also used by the crews of reconnaissance and artillery observation aircraft as improvised bombs to attack suitable ground targets, such as troops moving in the open, with six grenades usually being dropped in a single cluster. Lieutenant General Hans Baur describes his use of this practice during the Kaiserschlacht offensive in 1918 in I Was Hitler’s Pilot, (Part One: The First War in the Air) Pen & Sword Books Ltd., Barnsley, 2013 (a reprint of Hitler’s Pilot, Frederick Muller Ltd., 1958, with a new introduction by Roger Moorehouse, 2013), p. 6).

301  A useful but detailed summary of the development and use of the army’s flamethrower units may be found in the article Flammenwerfer: The Death’s Head Pioneers by Thomas Wictor (The Soldier’s Burden at www.kaiserscross.com/40029/76401.html).

302  Saxon cavalry units also used wooden lance shafts.

303  Haythornthwaite, pp. 91–2. Some additional chemical types were used by Germany’s ally Austria in manufacturing that country’s poison gases.

304  In 1911 an Austrian Oberleutnant, Gunther Burstyn, produced a design for a gun-carrying motorized vehicle (Motorgeschutz) with a rotating turret and patented the design in Germany in 1912, but the design was never adopted or a prototype vehicle built. Development of the first tracked armoured vehicles by Germany began in 1916, with the Marienwagen I and Marienwagen II (Bremer-Wagen) and Duer-Wagen, with the Treffas-Wagen in 1917. This work progressed in parallel with that on tank (i.e., armoured fighting vehicle) development.

305  Edited data on aircraft types and capabilities compiled primarily from Ellis & Cox, pp. 292, 295–6, 298 and 299.
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100  Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of Prussian Dragoon Regiments.

101  General mobilization is proclaimed to the general public by an officer of Foot Guards on the Unter den Linden, Berlin, 31 July 1914.

102  A poignant farewell for a soldier as he departs to join his infantry regiment in August 1914.

103  Germany’s warlords during World War I – Kaiser Wilhelm II, von Hindenburg, Ludendorff and other principal members of the army’s high command, as well as Admiral von Tirpitz.

104  Part of the extensive trench system occupied by the Germans on Hill 60 near Ypres during April 1915. This position on higher ground was better placed than many trench lines elsewhere on the Western Front, which were affected by the ingress of water and, over time, by successive and prolonged artillery bombardments.

105  Tunnelling was one of the most demanding and stressful jobs on the Western Front. These two soldiers are manning an underground listening post in late 1915 or 1916, trying to detect and forewarn of any tunnelling activity by their French or British opponents.

106  Infantrymen and a 1908-pattern Maxim machine-gun team in entrenched positions on the Western Front, late autumn 1914. Note the special harness with metal loops worn by the machine-gunners, used to assist dragging the gun into position on its sledge mounting. The button and lace collar insignia of the NCO with binoculars shows him to be either a Feldwebel or a Sergeant.

107  In every theatre, the alertness of sentries was absolutely critical to the safety and security of their comrades, a truism exemplified by the image of this sentry protecting resting comrades in the Arras area, probably during a lull in the fighting in early 1918.

108  An MG 08/15 machine-gun team in 1917. Note how their overall appearance and equipment contrast with that of their counterparts manning the MG 08 in 1914 shown on the previous spread. The introduction of the MG 08/1 5 and its successors significantly increased the firepower and tactical flexibility of infantry units.

109  After 1914 the opportunities for the army to manoeuvre or conduct major offensive action were necessarily constrained until 1918. Here, infantrymen prepare to go ‘over the top’ in the Verdun area during 1915. Note the use of helmet covers for their Pickelhauben and the removal of the helmet spikes – a common practice in the field after 1914.

110  In the West, assault troops launch an attack during the fighting for Verdun in 1916. The army’s distinctive Stahlhelm helmets were first issued widely to units in this sector.

111  Stretcher-bearers prepare to follow up assault troops attacking through close country in the Marne-Champagne area, July 1918. By that stage of the war, the Allied strength – including the arrival of large numbers of US troops in France – was so great that the army’s long awaited resumption of the offensive in the west was eventually doomed to fail.

112  By the autumn of 1916, the changing nature of modern warfare was very evident in this image of a young infantry assault trooper at the front line on the Somme. The Pickelhaube had been superseded by the Stahlhelm and the utilitarian M 1915 Bluse had replaced the M 1910 Waffenrock. The hand grenades (carried in the two canvas shoulder bags), a 120mm-long pioneer entrenching tool and a gas mask had together assumed an importance equal to that of his Gewehr 98 rifle.

113  The artillery had a core role throughout the war, with fire planning, gun accuracy and overall firepower all significantly enhanced year-on-year. A 15cm Heavy Field Howitzer fires on French positions at Verdun in 1916. Overall, artillery bombardments of all types probably inflicted more casualties than any other type of weapon system.

114  Also in the Verdun sector, a gun aimer (Richtkanonier) prepares his 21cm Mortar (Minenwerfer) to fire on French positions.

115  Minenwerfers were used on all fronts. Here a 17cm Medium Mortar is prepared for firing during the battle of Caporetto on the Italian Front in October or November 1917. Note the loader’s gas mask canister; the German use of poison gas shells at Caporetto was a decisive factor in the army’s victory.

116  Railway guns fired in support of the Ludendorff offensives launched in March–July 1918. The destructive effect of these guns was often less than their impact upon the morale of Allied troops and French civilians in the rear area towns, positions and lines of communication that they targeted.

117  The heaviest long-range artillery was mounted on railway gun carriages, firing from well behind the front line and delivering shells far into the British and French rear areas. In this case shells are being prepared for firing beside the railway gun.

118  The army was slow to develop armoured fighting vehicles such as the tank, in the interim adapting numbers of captured British and French vehicles for its own use. However, a small number of German A7V tanks did see action in 1918, including these two vehicles – named Hagen and Wotan – during the fighting in the Villers-Bretonneux area, late April 1918.

119  Many soldiers found that their peacetime skills were also much in demand in the army. A cobbler repairs boots and leather equipment, while his own weapon and personal equipment are placed readily to hand.

120  A tailor (probably serving with the 10th Reserve Jäger Battalion) uses an American Howe sewing machine to repair a tunic in the field. Behind him, the Unteroffizier with a marksmanship lanyard (Schützen-Abzeichen) also appears to be wearing the arm badge of a regimental standard-bearer (Fahnenträger).

121  A painter or sign-writer has found a less happy outlet for his talents, as he adds the details of those killed in action to wooden grave markers in spring 1915.

122  Religious observance and – when practicable – church services were a routine feature of army life. This funeral service at Bouillonville on the Verdun sector in August or September 1917 is for soldiers of the 258th (Rhine Province) Reserve Infantry Regiment (the photograph caption recorded that the soldier shown second from the right was killed in action the following day). Some chaplains (Militärgeistliche) sought to motivate the troops by conflating a soldier’s patriotic duty and the rightness of Germany’s cause with traditional religious ideology, particularly during the early war years.

123  Wherever possible, hot food was prepared centrally by unit field kitchen wagons (Gulaschkanone) and either dispensed directly to the soldiers or transferred to man-portable containers that were then carried to troops in the forward positions. Typically, Gulaschkanone produced soups or stews, using a mixture of issued rations and locally acquired fresh meat and vegetables where available.

124  Bread prepared by the field bakery (Feldbäckerei) mobile ovens usually supplemented meals provided by Gulashkanone.

125  The ready availability of field postcards and an efficient military field postal system (Feldpost) was an important morale factor for all ranks as well as for their families on the Home Front in Germany. This soldier is writing home sometime during 1915, a Gulashkanone wagon providing a temporary desk.

126  Most infantrymen were routinely required to conduct lengthy advances and in-theatre deployments on foot. On the Eastern Front, an infantry division of the Ninth Army advances towards Warsaw along a railway track in October 1914.

127  Ludendorff’s Kaiserschlacht offensive in March 1918 required many infantry divisions to redeploy from the Eastern Front and Romania to reinforce the Western Front. Although these moves from east to west were initially by rail, the final part of such deployments was inevitably conducted on foot. This infantry unit is moving up to the front in northern France prior to the Kaiserschlacht offensive.

128  Mechanical transport, especially troop-carrying trucks, was always in short supply. However, on this occasion these infantrymen on the Eastern Front in 1916 have been spared yet another lengthy route march.

129  Wherever rail systems were available, the army logistical services relied heavily upon them to move men, horses, guns, wagons (such as these gun limbers), ammunition, rations and all sorts of matériel. Railways were also used for tactical movement during the particularly successful campaign executed by von Hindenburg and Ludendorff in East Prussia during August–September 1914.

130  Mud was a problem not only on the Western Front, as evidenced by these troops of a balloon unit as they manhandle their cable reel and associated equipment through deep mud in Romania during 1916. Note the side-arm knots (Troddeln) attached to the bayonet frogs, which showed by their combination of colours the battalion and company to which a soldier belonged.

131  In different operational theatres, appropriate mobility options were adopted. In this instance, in the course of the fighting in Judaea, officers and NCOs supervise the loading of camels with weapons and equipment during the campaign in the Middle East. Note the tropical uniforms and sun helmets, as well as such practical measures as the use of cloth bindings to prevent sand and dust affecting the stacked rifles.

132  Despite the unique nature of aerial combat, the military air service (Luftstreitkräfte) officially remained a branch of the army throughout the war, subordinate to the army high command throughout the conflict. Here, crew members of a Fokker Dr. 1 triplane Jagdstaffel prepare for a mission in late 1917 or early 1918.

133  The army’s casualty evacuation system and medical services were extensive, efficient and – until late spring 1918 – generally able to cope with large surges of casualties. Nevertheless, casualty evacuation had sometimes to rely upon local transport facilities and a degree of improvisation, as here in East Prussia in 1914.

134  Casualty evacuation in Palestine also produced its own challenges and solutions, as in this case during 1917.

135  Serious cases might be treated at a field hospital in-theatre or evacuated to Germany, while minor wounds and injuries could be treated at aid posts for the lightly wounded (Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz). This Seventeenth Army Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz was near Arras, France, in March 1918, by which time the medical services had been all but overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of casualties suffered during the army’s final series of offensives.

136  By July 1918 the Allied strength on the Western Front was overwhelming, Allied offensives eventually culminating in the Armistice of 11 November and the army’s withdrawal back to Germany. Here some of the last artillery and transport wagons to leave France cross the River Rhine bridge at Bonn in November 1918.

137  Only one German force remained undefeated, never having formally surrendered in 1918. So when the veterans of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s hard-fought campaign in German East Africa returned home to Berlin in March 1919 they received a hero’s welcome. Their deeds were celebrated by a large-scale parade on the Unter den Linden at which many of these veterans wore their tropical uniforms and Schutztruppen insignia.





[image: image]

GERMAN ARMY UNIFORMS AND INSIGNIA

1910–1918

THE ILLUSTRATIONS and amplifying notes in this plate section complement the detailed descriptions of uniforms, identifying insignia and equipment in Part V. Unless indicated otherwise, the field-grey and grey-green service uniforms shown in this illustrated section are of the M 1910 pattern. Although the helmets and shakos are all illustrated without covers, each showing the distinctive metal insignia of their German parent state, all of these types of headdress were provided with cloth covers for use in the field, and this standard practice is clearly shown both in the series of M 1910 Feldgrau field service uniform plates of officers, NCOs and other ranks and in various photographs within the work.

The plate section is divided into the following categories:


•  M 1910 Field-grey Uniform Plates

•  Badges of Rank of Officers and NCOs

•  Infantry and Cavalry Uniform Jackets

•  Cockades of the German States

•  Helmets, Shakos and Other Headdress

•  German Imperial Decorations and Awards

•  Miscellaneous Insignia



The principal sources for the colour illustrations and complementary artwork in this plate section were Die Uniformen der Deutschen Armee and Die grauen Felduniform der deutschen Armee, both of which references were published by Verlag Moritz Ruhl of Leipzig in 1914.

The abbreviated titles of the regiments and units illustrated in the uniform plates are shown in their original German form without translation, as their meaning is generally clear, although reference to the glossary or to the appropriate part of the main text should resolve any remaining queries.



THE M1910 FIELD-GREY SERVICE UNIFORM:
 
1 Officers, Military Officials and Medical Staff
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2 Soldiers of Guard and Infantry Units
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3 Soldiers of Cavalry, Artillery and Pioneer Units
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4 Soldiers of Saxon Units
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5 Soldiers of Bavarian Units
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BADGES OF RANK: OFFICERS
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6 Generalfeldmarschall

(Field Marshal)
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7 Generaloberst

(Colonel General)
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8 General der Infanterie, Kavallerie, Artillerie, etc.

(General of Infantry, Cavalry, etc.)
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9 Generalleutnant

(Lieutenant General (Bavaria)
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10 Generalmajor

(Major General) (Saxony)
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11 Oberst

(Colonel) (16th Dragoon Regiment, Prussia)
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12 Oberstleutnant

(Lieutenant Colonel) (7th Infantry Regiment, Bavaria)
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13 Major

(Major) (107th Infantry Regiment, Saxony)
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14 Hauptmann

(Captain) (6th Grenadier Regiment, Prussia)
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15 Oberleutnant

(Lieutenant) (40th Fusilier Regiment, Prussia)
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16 Leutnant

(Second Lieutenant) (33rd Fusilier Regiment, Prussia)



The shoulder-strap coloured underlay (where present) indicates the wearer’s regiment, arm or branch of the army. The coloured thread (where present) interwoven with the gold or silver wire indicates the state (e.g., black for Prussia, green for Saxony, light blue for Bavaria) from which the wearer’s unit or army organization originated.

BADGES OF RANK: WARRANT AND NON-COMMISSIONED OFFICERS
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17 Feldwebel

(Warrant Officer Class 2)

(1st Machine-gun Detachment)

(Prussia) with officer’s sword knot
 
(Portepee)  see below)
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18 Sergeant

(Sergeant)

(40th Regiment of Fusiliers)
 
(Prussia) with side-arm knot
 
(Troddel)  see below
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19 Unteroffizier
 
(Under Officer)

(1st Jäger Infantry Battalion)
 
(Bavaria) with side-arm knot
 
(Troddel)  see below
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20 Examples of Officer Portepee
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21 Examples of Sergeant and Unteroffizier Troddeln (for Infantry, Foot Artillery and Pioneers)



b1 The collar badges of rank for warrant officers and NCOs indicated to which of three groups or categories of the army’s several non-commissioned ranks the wearer belonged. Those in the first group were entitled to wear the officer’s sword knot (‘mit Portepee’) and officer-style headdress cockades; in the second group were those who bore the same collar insignia as the first group but who were not entitled to wear the officer’s sword knot (‘ohne Portepee’); and finally there were those whose collar insignia showed them to be members of the third group. The range of equivalent special-to-arm and special-to-appointment ranks within in each group are described in detail at Part IV of the main text. While the collar insignia in some cases overlapped the three main groups and was common to more than one rank, the precise rank of the wearer could be identified by additional distinctive insignia (such as braid on the jacket cuff) or equipment items (primarily the presence and type of a side-arm knot (Troddel) or sword knot (Portepee)).

2 The Unteroffizier, Sergeant and Vizefeldwebel all wore a single row of braid around the jacket cuff.

3 A Fähnrich wore Unteroffizier collar and cuff insignia, but with an officer’s sword knot.

4 A Vizefeldwebel wore Feldwebel collar rank insignia and carried an officer’s sword and sword knot., but wore the single row of cuff braid of an Unteroffizier.

5 A Feldwebel carried an officer’s sword and sword knot, and also wore a double row of braid around the jacket cuff.

6 An Offizierstellvertreter wore the insignia and distinctive equipment items of a Vizefeldwebel, but also wore additional braid around the shoulder straps, together with metal rather than woven regimental or unit identifying shoulder numerals.

7 A Feldwebelleutnant wore an officer’s uniform and Leutnant shoulder ranking, but with Feldwebel collar insignia and braid on the jacket cuff.

8 The position of the collar rank button insignia was sometimes affected by the presence of distinctive regimental lace (Litzen) on the collar, with the button then being set further back on the collar instead of level with the shoulder strap.

EXAMPLES OF UNTEROFFIZIERE GREATCOAT INSIGNIA (TO 1915)
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The collar insignia used bars of lace that were the same as the cockade colours of the state from which the wearer’s unit originated. The collar patch indicated the wearer’s arm or service, although these collar patches were not worn on the M 1915-pattern greatcoats issued from 1915. The simplified rank insignia was, however, retained.

OBERGEFREITER AND GEFREITER INSIGNIA
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22 Obergefreiter

(6th Regiment of Foot Artillery)

(Prussia)






[image: image]




23 Gefreiter

(10th Regiment of Field Artillery)

(Prussia)
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24 Gefreiter

(1st Jäger Infantry Battalion)
 
(Prussia)



The size of insignia button worn by a Foot Artillery (Fußartillerie) Obergefreiter is slightly larger than that used to distinguish the grade of Gefreiter in other arms and services, and the grade of Obergefreiter was found only in the Fußartillerie. The side-arm knots worn by the Obergefreiter and Gefreiter were the same as those of the ordinary rank and file soldiers and usually indicated by its colours the company and battalion (or equivalent sub-unit and unit) of the regiment to which the wearer belonged (see below).

EXAMPLES OF BATTALION AND COMPANY SIDE-ARM KNOTS

(for Infantry, Foot Artillery, Railway Troops, Pioneers and Airship Troops)
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INFANTRY AND CAVALRY FIELD SERVICE UNIFORM JACKETS, 1910–1918
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25 Infantry (Infanterie) Waffenrock (M 1910 pattern)

(4th Regiment of Foot Guards)
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26 Cuirassier (Kürassier) Waffenrock (M 1910 pattern)

(8th Regiment of Curassiers)
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27 Hussar (Husar) Attila (M 1910 pattern)

(12th Regiment of Hussars)
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28 Lancer (Ulan) Ulanka (M 1910 pattern)

(2nd Guard Regiment of Lancers)
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29 Lancer (Ulan) Ulanka (M 1910 pattern)

(15th Regiment of Lancers)
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30 Field Service Jacket (Bluse) (M 1915 pattern)

(with Iron Cross 2nd Class ribbon)



EXAMPLES OF JACKET SHOULDER-STRAPS (M 1910 PATTERN UNIFORM)
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31 Infanterie
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32 Kürassiere
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33 Husaren
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34 Ulanen
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35 Jäger zu Pferde



1 Although identified above and in the main text as the M 1910 uniform pattern, indicating the year in which it was officially adopted for general service (with formal approval of that pattern of uniform having been given on 23 February 1910), some field-grey (Feldgrau) uniforms were first taken into use as early as 1907. In the case of the M 1915 uniform, Prussian units adopted that uniform on 21 September 1915, Württemberg units on 10 October, Saxon units on 9 November and Bavarian units on 31 March 1916. Within the army, the M 1910 and M 1915 (as well as the interim M 1910/15) uniforms were routinely identified and referred to simply by the relevant jacket style (i.e. Waffenrock or Bluse) rather than as the pattern M 1910 or M 1915 uniform.

2 Uniform jackets and trousers of different patterns and shades of grey or field-grey were frequently worn together, and on 27 August 1914 the war ministry directed that uniform trousers should thereafter be produced in a deliberately contrasting shade of stone-grey (Steingrau), instead of continuing the virtually impossible task of manufacturing trousers (which usually suffered greater wear) to match field-grey jackets of the same colour. Shades of Steingrau were also evident in the M 1915 Bluse. As well as this, instead of serviceable clothing items being discarded simply because a more up-to-date pattern had entered service, all types of field service uniforms were regularly repaired or modified and retained in use, but with tailors frequently having to utilize different shades of material to carry out this work.

EXAMPLES OF TROPICAL UNIFORMS
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36 (General Staff Officers)
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37 (East Africa)
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38 (Cameroon)
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39 (South West Africa)
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40 (Medical Officer)
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41 (Field Service Uniform)



1 The details shown in the diagrams are for uniforms worn by German military personnel serving in Germany’s several African territories in 1914. Simpler versions of the tropical field service uniform were adopted during the long-running campaign fought in German East Africa.

2 The uniforms shown above were generally not worn by Askari members of the Schutztruppen, whose service uniforms were based primarily on a khaki shirt or lightweight jacket and trousers, worn with a Tarboosh (a coloured fez, usually fitted with a khaki cover for camouflage and a rear neck-cloth as protection against the sun).

HELMET AND SHAKO COCKADES OF THE GERMAN STATES IN 1914
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42 National Cockade
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43 Prussia
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44 Bavaria
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45 Saxony
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46 Württemberg
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47 Baden
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48 Hessen
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49 Mecklenburg
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50 Oldenburg
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51 Saxony-Weimar
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52 Saxony-Weimar Brunswick
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53 Anhalt
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54 Saxony-Herzogtümer
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55 Lippe
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56 Lippe Schaumburg-Lippe
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57 Waldeck
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58 Schwarzburg

(Rudolstadt)
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59 Schwarzburg

(Sonderhausen)
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60 Hamburg, Bremen,

Lübeck
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Reuß
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62 Shako and Tschapka Cockade

(Feldzeichen) (Prussian)
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63 Landwehr Cockade

(Prussian)









The precise shades of the colours featured in cockades often varied, being dependent upon the manufacturer and base materials (paint, fabric, felt, wire, stamped metal, etc.) used. Among several other design variations was the use of a Maltese- or Saxon-style red cross in place of the red circle on the Hamburg and Lübeck cockades. Officer-quality cockades were usually made with woven metal wire, showing white as silver and yellow as gold.

HELMETS AND OTHER HEADDRESS

Note that field-grey, green-grey, khaki or similar coloured cloth covers were provided for use with all of the various types of leather helmet and shako worn by troops in the field prior to the general introduction of the steel helmet (Stahlhelm) from 1916. In addition to the usual leather Pickelhauben, these helmets were at various times also manufactured from cork, compressed felt and all-metal. Note also the variety of helmet and shako plates shown in the following examples which indicated the German state from which the unit originated.
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64 Saxon Infantry Pickelhaube

(1895/97 pattern)
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65 Baden Artillery Pickelhaube

(1871/97 pattern)
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66 Prussian General Officer’s Pickelhaube

(1891/97 pattern)
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67 Prussian Kürassier Pickelhaube

(6th (Tsar Nicholas of Russia) Brandenburg Regiment of Cuirassiers)
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68 Prussian Infantry Pickelhaube

(1914-15 pattern, made of cork covered with khaki cloth)
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69 Hessen Dragoon Pickelhaube

(1887 pattern)
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70 Bavarian Jäger Shako

(1915 pattern)
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71 Prussian Jäger Shako

(1892 pattern)
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72 Prussian Lancer (Ulan) Tschapka

(1867 pattern)
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73 M 1916 Stahlhelm
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74 M 1916 Stahlhelm fitted with a steel front plate
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75 M 1918 Stahlhelm
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76 Examples of Field Service Caps (Feldmützen)



GERMAN IMPERIAL DECORATIONS, 1914–1918

Although the individual German states struck various medals to honour the individual deeds of their own fighting men and to mark specific events and campaigns during the war, imperial Germany had only two national or imperial decorations for outstanding bravery or conduct in wartime: the Eisernes Kreuz (Iron Cross) and the Pour le Mérite Kreuz (Order of Merit Cross).

The Iron Cross

The Iron Cross was originally a Prussian decoration instituted in 1813 by Friedrich Wilhelm III for distinguished service during the War of Liberation 1813-14. The medal’s core design is based upon the cross of the Teutonic knights of old, featuring a black cross (‘cross patee’) of cast iron bordered by a milled rim in silver. There were then various differences between the four grades or classes in which the medal was awarded. After the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, with German unification and the creation of the Second Reich, the Iron Cross became a German rather than a solely Prussian award. As a result, during World War I the Iron Cross was awarded by Kaiser Wilhelm II as king of Prussia, commander-in-chief of the German forces, and Kaiser of the German empire.

The Iron Cross Second Class
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77 Obverse
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78 Reverse
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The Iron Cross Second Class was suspended on a black and white (Prussian colours) ribbon. It featured an imperial crown, the initial ‘W’ for Wilhelm and the date ‘1914’ on the obverse. On the medal’s reverse was a crown, a trefoil of oak leaves with two acorns, the initials ‘FW’ for Friedrich Wilhelm III, and the date ‘1813’ (the date that the Iron Cross was instituted). The decoration was worn either as a medal with others on the left breast, or simply as a ribbon placed diagonally from the second buttonhole of the uniform jacket.

The Iron Cross First Class

The obverse of the Iron Cross First Class was the same as that of the second-class award. However, it had no ribbon as the medal was worn pinned to the lower left breast. Consequently, unlike the design of the second-class award, the reverse side of the Iron Cross First Class simply featured a pin fastener with no additional ornamentation.

Grand Cross of the Order of the Iron Cross

The Grand Cross was worn as a neck decoration, suspended by its black and white ribbon. Although almost 50 per cent larger than the first and second-class awards, the Grand Cross bore the same embossed details on the obverse and reverse as those on the Iron Cross Second Class. The Grand Cross was awarded only five times between 1914 and 1918: to Generalfeldmarschall von Hindenburg, General Ludendorff, General von Mackensen, Prince Leopold of Bavaria, and Kaiser Wilhelm II.
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79 Grand Cross of the Order of the Iron Cross
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80 Star of the Order of the Iron Cross



Star of the Order of the Iron Cross

The breast star of the order was worn on the left breast above the Iron Cross First Class. It comprised a brilliant gold eight-pointed star, at the centre of which was superimposed an Iron Cross First Class. The star of the order was awarded once only during the war, to Generalfeldmarschall von Hindenburg for his role as commander of the last German offensive, the Kaiserschlacht campaign from March 1918

THE POUR LE MÉRITE CROSS

Founded by Friedrich II (Frederick the Great) of Prussia in 1740, the Pour le Mérite Kreuz (Order of Merit Cross) was derived originally from the French order of Saint Louis, founded by Louis XIV and later modified and instituted as an order of merit. In Prussia, the Pour le Mérite was for many years awarded for civil and military meritorious service, but Friedrich III amended this so that the decoration was thereafter awarded only for military service. At that stage, the Pour le Mérite Kreuz became the highest Prussian distinction to recognize outstanding bravery on the field of battle, which by 1914 was on land, sea and in the air.
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The decoration comprised a gold-edged blue-enamelled Maltese cross with the German imperial eagle appearing between each arm of the cross. The upper arm bears the imperial crown above the letter ‘F’, for Friedrich II. The words ‘Pour le Mérite’ were broken up between the side and lower arms, with ‘Pour’ on the left side, ‘leMé’ on the right side, and ‘rite’ on the lower arm. The decoration was worn at the neck, suspended from a black and white ribbon.

The Pour le Mérite was awarded only to officers and it could not be awarded posthumously. During World War I the Pour le Mérite was routinely known as the ‘Blue Max’, a nickname that reflected the name of Max Immelmann, who was one of the first German flying aces to receive the award. Another world-renowned recipient was also an aviator, Baron Manfred von Richthofen, the famous ‘Red Baron’.

MISCELLANEOUS INSIGNIA

The following selection provides an indication of the range and types of insignia routinely used and worn by members of the Kaiser’s army. These examples number amongst those more commonly seen during the war years, although other insignia (including variations and items unique to specific German states) also existed. Accordingly, this selection is by no means exhaustive.
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81 Machine-gun Marksman insignia, worn on the upper left arm.
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82 Signals staff qualification insignia. This badge was worn on the upper right arm.
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83 Medical staff qualification insignia. This badge was worn on the upper right arm (the badge shown is for the old dark blue (Dunkelblau) uniform; that for the Feldgrau uniform was embroidered on to a field-grey backing).



The infantry Kaiserabzeichen (Emperor’s Badge)

The Kaiserpreis (Emperor’s Prize) competition was introduced by Kaiser Wilhelm II on 27 January 1895, to improve shooting standards in the army. From 1895 to 1913 all infantry, Jäger, Schützen, field artillery and foot artillery units competed annually for their arm’s Kaiserpreis, as also did machine-gun units from 1903. The NCOs and soldiers of the company (or equivalent level sub-unit) with the best results in the winning unit were awarded the Kaiserabzeichen (Emperor’s Badge), which was was worn on the upper right arm, with the year of the award shown within the wreath. The company commander received a silver plate and the company received a bronze bust of the Kaiser, which was called the Kaiserpreis. In Saxony, Bavaria and Württemberg the badge was known as the Koenigabzeichen (King’s Badge).
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84 The Jäger Kaiserabzeichen (see preceding text for the infantry Kaiserabzeichen)
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85 The Artillery Kaiserabzeichen (see preceding text for the infantry Kaiserabzeichen)
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86 The machine-gunner Kaiserabzeichen (see preceding text for the infantry Kaiserabzeichen). This particular badge was introduced in 1903.
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The Wound Badge was awarded for wounds or medical disabilities directly attributable to enemy action and related operational duties. It was awarded in black/iron (3rd Class) for one to two wounds and for suffering frostbite while on active service duty. The silver (2nd Class) award was for three to four wounds or the loss of a hand, foot or eye, partial hearing loss, facial disfigurement or brain damage. The gold (1st Class) award was for five or more wounds, total blindness, severe brain damage or emasculation. The Wound Badge was established by Kaiser Wilhelm II on 3 March, 1918 and on 3 June 1918, the Bavarian War Ministry declared that it was to be categorized as an award rather than as a decoration. Many soldiers wounded in World War I eventually received their Wound Badge only after the fall of the Weimar Republic in 1933.
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87 Air Service Pilot Qualification insignia (established by Kaiser Wilhelm II on 27 January 1913).
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88 Air Service Observer Qualification insignia



ARM BRASSARDS




[image: image]




89 Arm brassard worn by medical personnel.
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90 Arm brassard worn by military chaplains.






[image: image]




91 Arm brassard worn by umpires and field training directing staff on manoeuvres in peace and in wartime.
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92 Arm brassard worn by auxiliary stretcher bearers.
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93 Identifying arm brassard worn by members of Train units engaged on lines of communication duties.
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94 Arm brassard worn on the upper left arm by members of the Assault Company, 23rd (Saxon) Reserve Division, 1917.
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95 Shoulder-strap worn by trench mortar personnel of the 42nd (Pioneer) Mortar Company, 42nd Infantry Division, 1917 (‘MW’ indicated Minenwerfer). Many variations and types of unit shoulder-strap insignia existed.



PICKELHAUBE HELMET PLATES
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96 Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of Guard units (unless provided with a regimental helmet plate unique to that unit)
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97 Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of Guard units (unless provided with a regimental helmet plate unique to that unit)
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98 Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of the 1st Battalion of the 1st Foot Guards (1. Garde-Regiment zu Fuß)
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99 Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of Prussian Line Infantry Regiments. Note the ‘FR’ letters for Friedrich I (commemorating the first king of Prussia). The letters ‘FWR’ (for Friedrich Wilhelm III) appeared on the helmet plates of the twelve pre-1813 Prussian infantry regiments until 1918.
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100 Pickelhaube helmet plate worn by members of Prussian Dragoon Regiments.



METAL INSIGNIA FOR HELMETS AND SHAKOS
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1 This selection of helmet and shako plates is from Die Uniformen der Deutschen Armee, published in Leipzig, 1914. It is not exhaustive, and minor variations of design will be found between actual examples of the various types of helmets and shakos that were in service from the late nineteenth century and up to 1918, as well as between these and some of the illustrations shown here.

2 Note in particular the use of ‘König’ instead of ‘Koenig’ shown on some of the ‘Mit Gott Für Koenig und Vaterland’ scrolls shown on these examples. In practice, ‘Koenig’, not ‘König’ usually appeared on these scrolls.

3 Translations are not provided in the Glossary for the captions showing the regiments or states, as the German text or abbreviation is generally clear.






THE ONSET OF WAR
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101 General mobilization is proclaimed to the general public by an officer of Foot Guards on the Unter den Linden, Berlin, 31 July 1914.
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102 A poignant farewell for a soldier as he departs to join his infantry regiment in August 1914.
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103 Germany’s warlords during World War I – Kaiser Wilhelm II, von Hindenburg, Ludendorff and other principal members of the army’s high command, as well as Admiral von Tirpitz.






TRENCH WARFARE
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104 Part of the extensive trench system occupied by the Germans on Hill 60 near Ypres during April 1915. This position on higher ground was better placed than many trench lines elsewhere on the Western Front, which were affected by the ingress of water and, over time, by successive and prolonged artillery bombardments.
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105 Tunnelling was one of the most demanding and stressful jobs on the Western Front. These two soldiers are manning an underground listening post in late 1915 or 1916, trying to detect and forewarn of any tunnelling activity by their French or British opponents.
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106 Infantrymen and a 1908-pattern Maxim machine-gun team in entrenched positions on the Western Front, late autumn 1914. Note the special harness with metal loops worn by the machine-gunners, used to assist dragging the gun into position on its sledge mounting. The button and lace collar insignia of the NCO with binoculars shows him to be either a Feldwebel or a Sergeant.
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107 In every theatre, the alertness of sentries was absolutely critical to the safety and security of their comrades, a truism exemplified by the image of this sentry protecting resting comrades in the Arras area, probably during a lull in the fighting in early 1918.
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108 An MG 08/15 machine-gun team in 1917. Note how their overall appearance and equipment contrast with that of their counterparts manning the MG 08 in 1914 shown on the previous spread. The introduction of the MG 08/1 5 and its successors significantly increased the firepower and tactical flexibility of infantry units.







OFFENSIVE ACTION
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109 After 1914 the opportunities for the army to manoeuvre or conduct major offensive action were necessarily constrained until 1918. Here, infantrymen prepare to go ‘over the top’ in the Verdun area during 1915. Note the use of helmet covers for their Pickelhauben and the removal of the helmet spikes – a common practice in the field after 1914.
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110 In the West, assault troops launch an attack during the fighting for Verdun in 1916. The army’s distinctive Stahlhelm helmets were first issued widely to units in this sector.
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111 Stretcher-bearers prepare to follow up assault troops attacking through close country in the Marne-Champagne area, July 1918. By that stage of the war, the Allied strength – including the arrival of large numbers of US troops in France – was so great that the army’s long awaited resumption of the offensive in the west was eventually doomed to fail.
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112 By the autumn of 1916, the changing nature of modern warfare was very evident in this image of a young infantry assault trooper at the front line on the Somme. The Pickelhaube had been superseded by the Stahlhelm and the utilitarian M 1915 Bluse had replaced the M 1910 Waffenrock. The hand grenades (carried in the two canvas shoulder bags), a 120mm-long pioneer entrenching tool and a gas mask had together assumed an importance equal to that of his Gewehr 98 rifle.







ARTILLERY
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113 The artillery had a core role throughout the war, with fire planning, gun accuracy and overall firepower all significantly enhanced year-on-year. A 15cm Heavy Field Howitzer fires on French positions at Verdun in 1916. Overall, artillery bombardments of all types probably inflicted more casualties than any other type of weapon system.
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114 Also in the Verdun sector, a gun aimer (Richtkanonier) prepares his 21cm Mortar (Minenwerfer) to fire on French positions.
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115 Minenwerfers were used on all fronts. Here a 17cm Medium Mortar is prepared for firing during the battle of Caporetto on the Italian Front in October or November 1917. Note the loader’s gas mask canister; the German use of poison gas shells at Caporetto was a decisive factor in the army’s victory.
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116 Railway guns fired in support of the Ludendorff offensives launched in March–July 1918. The destructive effect of these guns was often less than their impact upon the morale of Allied troops and French civilians in the rear area towns, positions and lines of communication that they targeted.
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117 The heaviest long-range artillery was mounted on railway gun carriages, firing from well behind the front line and delivering shells far into the British and French rear areas. In this case shells are being prepared for firing beside the railway gun.







TANKS
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118 The army was slow to develop armoured fighting vehicles such as the tank, in the interim adapting numbers of captured British and French vehicles for its own use. However, a small number of German A7V tanks did see action in 1918, including these two vehicles – named Hagen and Wotan – during the fighting in the Villers-Bretonneux area, late April 1918.







BEHIND THE FRONT LINE
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119 Many soldiers found that their peacetime skills were also much in demand in the army. A cobbler repairs boots and leather equipment, while his own weapon and personal equipment are placed readily to hand.
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120 A tailor (probably serving with the 10th Reserve Jäger Battalion) uses an American Howe sewing machine to repair a tunic in the field. Behind him, the Unteroffizier with a marksmanship lanyard (Schützen-Abzeichen) also appears to be wearing the arm badge of a regimental standard-bearer (Fahnenträger).
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121 A painter or sign-writer has found a less happy outlet for his talents, as he adds the details of those killed in action to wooden grave markers in spring 1915.
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122 Religious observance and – when practicable – church services were a routine feature of army life. This funeral service at Bouillonville on the Verdun sector in August or September 1917 is for soldiers of the 258th (Rhine Province) Reserve Infantry Regiment (the photograph caption recorded that the soldier shown second from the right was killed in action the following day). Some chaplains (Militärgeistliche) sought to motivate the troops by conflating a soldier’s patriotic duty and the rightness of Germany’s cause with traditional religious ideology, particularly during the early war years.
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123 Wherever possible, hot food was prepared centrally by unit field kitchen wagons (Gulaschkanone) and either dispensed directly to the soldiers or transferred to man-portable containers that were then carried to troops in the forward positions. Typically, Gulaschkanone produced soups or stews, using a mixture of issued rations and locally acquired fresh meat and vegetables where available.
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124 Bread prepared by the field bakery (Feldbäckerei) mobile ovens usually supplemented meals provided by Gulashkanone.
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125 The ready availability of field postcards and an efficient military field postal system (Feldpost) was an important morale factor for all ranks as well as for their families on the Home Front in Germany. This soldier is writing home sometime during 1915, a Gulashkanone wagon providing a temporary desk.







MOVEMENT


[image: image]



126 Most infantrymen were routinely required to conduct lengthy advances and in-theatre deployments on foot. On the Eastern Front, an infantry division of the Ninth Army advances towards Warsaw along a railway track in October 1914.
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127 Ludendorff’s Kaiserschlacht offensive in March 1918 required many infantry divisions to redeploy from the Eastern Front and Romania to reinforce the Western Front. Although these moves from east to west were initially by rail, the final part of such deployments was inevitably conducted on foot. This infantry unit is moving up to the front in northern France prior to the Kaiserschlacht offensive.
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128 Mechanical transport, especially troop-carrying trucks, was always in short supply. However, on this occasion these infantrymen on the Eastern Front in 1916 have been spared yet another lengthy route march.
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129 Wherever rail systems were available, the army logistical services relied heavily upon them to move men, horses, guns, wagons (such as these gun limbers), ammunition, rations and all sorts of matériel. Railways were also used for tactical movement during the particularly successful campaign executed by von Hindenburg and Ludendorff in East Prussia during August–September 1914.
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130 Mud was a problem not only on the Western Front, as evidenced by these troops of a balloon unit as they manhandle their cable reel and associated equipment through deep mud in Romania during 1916. Note the side-arm knots (Troddeln) attached to the bayonet frogs, which showed by their combination of colours the battalion and company to which a soldier belonged.
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131 In different operational theatres, appropriate mobility options were adopted. In this instance, in the course of the fighting in Judaea, officers and NCOs supervise the loading of camels with weapons and equipment during the campaign in the Middle East. Note the tropical uniforms and sun helmets, as well as such practical measures as the use of cloth bindings to prevent sand and dust affecting the stacked rifles.







THE AIR SERVICE
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132 Despite the unique nature of aerial combat, the military air service (Luftstreitkräfte) officially remained a branch of the army throughout the war, subordinate to the army high command throughout the conflict. Here, crew members of a Fokker Dr. 1 triplane Jagdstaffel prepare for a mission in late 1917 or early 1918.







MEDICAL
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133 The army’s casualty evacuation system and medical services were extensive, efficient and – until late spring 1918 – generally able to cope with large surges of casualties. Nevertheless, casualty evacuation had sometimes to rely upon local transport facilities and a degree of improvisation, as here in East Prussia in 1914.
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134 Casualty evacuation in Palestine also produced its own challenges and solutions, as in this case during 1917.
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135 Serious cases might be treated at a field hospital in-theatre or evacuated to Germany, while minor wounds and injuries could be treated at aid posts for the lightly wounded (Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz). This Seventeenth Army Leichtverwundeten-Sammelplatz was near Arras, France, in March 1918, by which time the medical services had been all but overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of casualties suffered during the army’s final series of offensives.







ARMISTICE
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136 By July 1918 the Allied strength on the Western Front was overwhelming, Allied offensives eventually culminating in the Armistice of 11 November and the army’s withdrawal back to Germany. Here some of the last artillery and transport wagons to leave France cross the River Rhine bridge at Bonn in November 1918.







THE UNDEFEATED
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137 Only one German force remained undefeated, never having formally surrendered in 1918. So when the veterans of von Lettow-Vorbeck’s hard-fought campaign in German East Africa returned home to Berlin in March 1919 they received a hero’s welcome. Their deeds were celebrated by a large-scale parade on the Unter den Linden at which many of these veterans wore their tropical uniforms and Schutztruppen insignia.
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July 1916
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Over 750

Not applicable

Daily
Expenditure
May 1917
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(3 Days)
July 1916

2,200
2,200

1,400
450

1,600

Stocks
(3-Days)
May 1917
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Balloon
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horses)

(a) 1 (held by unit
field kitchen)
(@) 3

(b) 2 (1 after first day’s march)
(b) 1.5 (2 for officers' horses only)
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(b) 2
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(b) 3 (for wagon horses only)
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(b) 3 (for officers” horses only)
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(b) 2 (1 after first day's march)

(b) 2 (1 after first day’s march)

(b) 2 (1 after first day's march)

(b) 2 (1 after first day’s march)
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Army corps units

Line of Communication
units

Reserve units

Depot units

Units

One Train battalion, forming:
3 supply columns (Proviantkolonnen).
3 supply parks (Fuhrparkkolonnen).
1 remount depot (Pferdedepot).
6 field hospitals (Feldlazarette).
One Train battalion, forming:
3 supply columns (Proviantkolonnen).
4 supply parks (Fuhrparkkolonnen).
1 remount depot (Pferdedepot).
6 field hospitals (Feldlazarette).
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Three stretcher-bearer companies (Sanitatskompanien) allocated to
divisions, with 1 company to the first and 2 to the second.

Three field Train companies (Feldtrainkompanien).

Six line of communication supply parks (Etappen-
Fuhrparkkolonnen).

One line of communication auxiliary bakery detachment
(Etappen-Hilfsbéackerabteilung).

Additional bakery columns, depot supply columns, remount
depots, train columns for the advanced depots of medical stores
(Etappen-Sanitatsdepot), train columns for telegraph directorates
(Etappen-Telegraphen-Direktionen).

One reserve Train battalion for the reserve division of the army
corps, forming:

2 supply columns.

3 supply parks

1 reserve bakery column (including a field abattoir).

4 reserve field hospitals.

One depot Train battalion (Train Ersatzbataillon) (providing
replacement personnel to the Train units as required):

3 companies.

1 artificer detachment (Handwerkerabteilung).

1 central remount depot.
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Description

Detailed description of trench layouts,
strongpoints, bunkers, command posts,
access points etc., based on one-kilometre
squares sub-divided into 25 squares.

As for 1:5,000 trench maps; also to show in
detail specific start lines, axes of advance,
objectives, etc,. for specific operations and as
appendices to operation orders, instructions
and directives.

As for 1:10,000 maps.

The standard Belgian-produced topographical
maps, reduced and used in a 1:60,000
version

Included the reduced scale 1:40,000 Belgian
map, used in its original form apart from the
reduction in scale.

1:5,000 Trench maps

1:10,000 Trench maps and for specific
operations

1:25,000 Trench maps and for specific
operations (this was the principal
map scale used for operations pre-war)

1:40,000 Belgian maps used as the base map
for subsequent reduction and use
as a general-purpose map

1:60,000 General purposes, including
routine movement and planning

1:80,000 General purposes, including

routine movement and planning

1:100,000 Planning and conducting
manoeuvres and training (the
principal map scale used for these
activities pre-war), as well as general
purposes, including routine
movement and operational planning

1:200,000 General purposes, including routine
movement and operational planning

1:200,000 For pilots, aerial observers and other

(aviation) aircrew

1:300,000 General purposes, including routine
movement and operational planning

The standard French-produced topographical
maps, sometimes with the populations of
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reprint.

Omitted the usual contour lines but included
military installations, key points, aviation
information, etc., overlaid and highlighted in
red.
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Type
Army telegraph detachment

Corps telegraph detachment

Reserve division telegraph
detachment

Wireless telegraph

detachment

Telephone detachment
Siege telegraph detachment

Officers
9

Other Ranks Horses Vehicles

237

161

40

148

42
234

o2

73

147

17
o7

18 horse-drawn specialist,
stores and baggage wagons
and 2 motor cars.

21 horse-drawn specialist,
stores and baggage wagons,
2 motor cars and up to 16
motorcycles.

5 horse-drawn specialist and
stores wagons, 2 motor cars
and 6 motorcycles.

16 horse-drawn wireless and
stores wagons (including 8
wireless station vehicles), and
1 motor car.

4 two-horsed wagons.

17 horse-drawn specialist
and baggage wagons, and 2
motor cars.
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Unit Weapons Remarks

Anti-aircraft sections Horse-drawn 7.7cm, 9cm or ~ Originally deployed to divisions as

(Flakztige) 10cm Flak guns tactical air defence, but by 1917
grouped as batteries to provide air
defence coordinated at sector-level.

Automatic anti-aircraft  2cm and 3.7cm automatic or

gun sections quick-firing light anti-aircraft

(Maschinen-Flakztige) guns

Mobile anti-aircraft guns Lorry-mounted 7.7cm Flak Deployed as a single gun unit for

(Kraftwagen-Geschitze  guns point air defence or to reinforce
or Kraftwagen- non-mobile units, or within a
Flugabwehrkanonen) mobile battery.

Anti-aircraft batteries Horse-drawn 7.7cm, 9cm or  Four Flak guns per battery.
(Flak-Batterien) 10cm Flak guns

Mobile anti-aircraft Lorry-mounted 7.7cm Flak Three Flak guns per battery.

batteries (Kraftwagen-  guns
Flak-Batterien)

Anti-aircraft machine-  Standard 08 pattern Formed in 1917, organized as 3
gun sections machine-guns with modified companies each of 1 officer and 80
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Maschinengewehr- (including on vehicles to company, each gun manned by 6
Abteilungen) provide a mobile capability in men (total of 36 guns in the 3-
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May 1915, Usually 4 aircrat per Abteilung

39 sections formed on mobilization in
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Long-range operational and stiategic
(2., cioss-Channe) bombing missions
as directed by the OHL

Not applicable
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Airship Battalion No. 1
(including the airship

draught horse section)
Airship Battalion No. 2

Airship Battalion No. 3

Airship Battalion No. 4

Airship Battalion No. 5

Bavarian airship and
mechanical transport
battalion

Flying Battalion No. 1
Flying Battalion No. 2
Flying Battalion No. 3
Flying Battalion No. 4
Bavarian flying battalion
Locations of flying
companies permanently
detached from Flying
Battalions Nos. 1-4

Location

Berlin (co-located with the army's aircraft training
school)

HQ and one company: Berlin; one company:
Konigsberg; No. 3 (Saxon) Company: Dresden
HQ and one company: KéIn (Cologne); one
company: Dusseldorf; one company: Metz

HQ and one company: Mannheim; one company:
Metz; one company: Lahr; No. 4 (Wirttemberg)
Company: Friedrichshafen

HQ and one company: Graudenz; one company:
Konigsberg; one company: Schneidemtihl
Munich

Doberitz

Posen

Kéln (Cologne)

StraBburg (Strasbourg)

Ober-Schleissheim (near Munich)

Graudenz, Kénigsberg, Hanover, Darmstadt, Metz,
Freiburg im Breisgau and Zeithain (the Saxon flying
company)

Personnel*

119/379

19/518
18/518

22/686

18/518

14/335

16/448
15/404
15/404
15/404
21/233

*k
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Howitzer firing battery
Mortar firing platform
Howitzer wagon line
Mortar echelon

1st Line Transport

2nd Line Transport

Heavy Field Howitzer Battery

4 six-horsed howitzers
4 six-horsed ammunition wagons
1 four-horsed observation wagon

4 six-horsed ammunition wagons

1 six-horsed stores wagon

1 two-horsed field kitchen
Spare horses (number varied)
1 two-horsed baggage wagon
1 two-horsed supply wagon

1 four-horsed forage wagon

1 four-horsed field forge

Heavy Mortar Battery

8 six-horsed platform wagons
1 four-horsed observation
wagon

4 six-horsed firing carriages

4 six-horsed travelling carriages
1 six-horsed stores wagon

1 two-horsed field kitchen
Spare horses (number varied)

1 two-horsed baggage wagon
1 two-horsed supply wagon

1 four-horsed forage wagon

1 four-horsed field forge
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Heavy Field
Howitzer Battery

Heavy Field
Howitzer Battalion

Heavy Mortar Battery

Heavy Mortar Battalion

Regimental HQ staff

Officers  Other
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6 225
37 1,182
6 264
25 810
4 24

Guns or
Mortars

4

16

Vehicles

15 (including 8
ammunition wagons
and 1 field kitchen)
93 (including 56
ammunition wagons
and 1 field kitchen)
19 (various types of
wagon, including

1 field kitchen)

71 (including 24
ammunition wagons
and 1 field kitchen)

Horses

122

707

148

515
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Officers

Warrant officers
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Medical NCOs

Other ranks
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Draught horses

Guns (horse-drawn)

Wagons (horse-drawn)
Observation wagons (horse-drawn)

Field Artillery Battery
(pre-war)

Horse Artillery Battery
(pre-war)

4
2

1
16
2

1
115
90
63
4

4

1
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Reserve Cavalry Regiments (1914-1918)

Type of Regiment Total Remarks*

Heavy Cavalry 3

Reiter-Regiment 1 Saxon

Guard Dragoon (Garde Dragon) 1

Dragoon (Dragon) 1M Including 1 Wirttemberg regiment
Hussar (Husar) 10 Including 1 Saxon regiment

Guard Lancer (Garde Ulan) 1

Lancer (Ulan) 8 Including 1 Saxon regiment

Jager zu Pferde 1

Cavalry (Kavallerie) 3 Bavaria
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CAVALRY DIVISION ORGANIZATION
1914-1916
DIVISION Ha
Cavalry Brigade  Cavaly Brigade: Horse Artllery  Machine-gun Poneer Signals

Detachment (Abtelung)  Battery Detachment  Detachment
batteresof 7.7m

i
Cavaly Biigade sine gy

| |
Cavalry Regiment Cavalry Regiment  Machine-qun | Jager Company | Jager Company et Ught
ompanyMortar

Jager Barialion

ompany
Machinegun ~ Jager Company  JagerCompany  (Eight 7.6cm mortars
Company

Machine-gun Sauadron

Cavalry Seuadron  Cavalry Squadron  Gavalry Squadion  Cavaly Squadron

Notas

din 1914, spart the 1ger batalion and the igar bataon'sght mortar
hof Augusxms oyt ofthe i il 3 o he
Fron, umm 1918, 3bou with 5,590 horse. 2.
e 1916, wih 7 af i 11 dtons dsbanded betneen Gcober gk 91 me 1016 rumrus caniy g vt anpled s ooy 1 e
Thus there .

515, nsead, o mambe of

St Speci operational and acica ecutements.
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Alrcratt Type and Role

Albatros D 1l fighter
Albatros D Il fighter

Albatrcs D V/Va fighter

Fokke E I fighte (monoplane)
fokker Or I fghtr (tplane)
Foker D il ighter

Luffahrzeug Gesslschaft (LF.G) D INla
fighter

Pfaz E Il fightet (monoplane)

Pz D la ighter

Allgemeine Elektrizitats Gesellschaft
(AEG)J 1l ground attack
Albatros ) | ground atack

Halberstact CL 1 ground attack
Halberstach CL IV ground attack

Hamnoer CL la ground atiack
Junkess J ground attack
AEG.G IV wo-seat bomber

Friedrichshafen G IIl three-seat bomber

Gotha G IV/V three-seat bomber

Zeppelin-Staaken R VI seven-seat
sateglc bomber

AEG. CIV reconnafssance
Albatios 55 & Il reconnalssance
Albatios C | reconnaissance
Albatios C I reconnassance

Albatos C Vil reconnalssance
Albatros C X reconnaissance

Albatios C Xl reconnalssance

Aviatik C | reconnaissance

vtk €l reconnaissance

Deutsche Flugzeug-Werke (D.AW) CV
reconnaissance

Halbesstadt C V reconnaissance

LEG. Roland C lraconnaissance
Luftverkehrs Gesellschaft (LVG) CV
recomaissance

LVG, C VIrecomaissance

Rumpler C /12 econnaissance

Rumpler C IV reconnaissance

Rumpler C VIl reconnaissance

Date in Service

September 1916
February 1917
May 1917
February 1916
August 1917
April 1918

March 1917
1915
September 1917
Late 1917

1917

July 1917
February 1918
October 1917
September 1917
November 1916
Early 1917

July 1917
Decermber 1917

Apill 1916
Pre-1914.

Apill 1915
November 1916

December 1916
February 1917

1918
March 1915
December 1916
July 1918
January 1916
August 1917
1918

February 1915
1917

November 1917

Best Speed (km/hr)  Flig| h( Dmanon

atoptimal ahiude

150
150
140

155

165

165

135

140

175

his)

(
(

5,
oVl lype one)

) vu (ype o)
5,000

7

5,200

4,500
7

5,100

4,600
4,000
4,500
4,000

6,500

6,500
5,000

6,400

7,300

Armament

Two MGs
One MG

o MGs
Three MGs (owo fired
downward firing)
Three MGs (owo fixed
downward firing)
o of thrée MGs plus
50kg of bombs
T of three MGs plus
50kg of bombs opion
Tiwo MGs
Three MG
Tito MGs plus
400k of bombs
Tio of three MGs plus
1,500kg of bombs
Tio MGS plus between 300kg
and 500kg of bombs

Four MGs plus Up o 2,000kg
of bombs (up to 1,000kg on
long-range issions)

oo

Nil

One MG plus 90kg of bombs

One or two MGs plus 90kg of
mbs

“Two MGs plus 90kg of bombs

Two MGs plus 30K of bombs

o MGs plus 90K of bombs

0One MG

Two MGs

Two MGs

Two MGs
Two MGs
Two MGs

Two MGs

o MGs plus 100Kkg of
ombs

o MGs plus 100Kkg of

ombs
Two MGs
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Type of Bridge Resources Employed

Light:
60 metres

170 metres
300 metres

420 metres

Normal:
35 metres

130 metres
200 metres

270 metres

Heavy:
20 metres

75 metres
120 metres

160 metres

6 pontoons, one divisional bridging train,

one pioneer company

26 pontoons, one corps bridging tiain, two

picnesr companies

38 pontcons, one corps bridging tiain, two
divisional bridging trains, two pioneer companies
50 pontoons, one corps bridging tiain, four
divisional bridging trains, three pionesr companies

6 pontoons, one divisional bridging train,

one pioneercompany

Construction Time

Up to ocne
hour.

Three hours.
Five hours.

Six hours.

Up to one hour.

26 pontoons, one corps bridging train, two pioneer Three hours.

companies

38 pontcons, one corps bridging tiain, two
divisional bridging trains, two pioneer companies
50 pontoons, one corps bridging train, four
divisional bridging trains, three pionesr companies

6 pontoons, one divisional bridging train, one

pioneer company

26 pontoons, one corps bridging train, two pioneer

companies

38 pontcons, one corps bridging tiain, two
divisional bridging trains, two pioneer companies
S0 pontcons, one corps bridging train, four
divisional bridging trains, three pioneer companies

Five hours.

Six hours.

Up to one hour.
Three hours.
Five hours.

Six hours.
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Chemical Effect

Benzyl bromide Lachrymatory
Chlotine Respiratory iriitant, sometimes
fatal

Chloromethyl chloro- ~ Irritant
formate

Chlotopiciin Acute iespiratory iiiitant,
sometimes fatal

Dichlormethylethes Respiratory liiitant
Dibrommethylethylketone - Lachrymatory, usually fatal if

concentrated
Dichloiethylsulphide Vesicant, sometimes fatal if
(‘mustard gas’) inhaled, bumning and blister-
ing effects

Diphenylchloroarsine  Sternutator, retching and

vomiting

Diphenylcyonoarsine Sternutator
Ethyldichloroarsine Sternutator

Monobrommethyle- Lachrymatory

thylketone
Phosgene (carbo Acute respiratory irritant, with
nykchloride) delayed action sometimes

causing sudden death up to

48 hours after attack with no

prior symptoms.
Trichloromethylchloro-  Acute respiratory irritant

formate (diphosgene)

Xyl bromide Lachrymatory

Use

From March 1915,

From 1915, but delivered only
from cylinders.

From 1915, delivered by shell.

From 1916, delivered by shell or
from cylinders, usually with
othei gases.

In 1918,

From 1916.

From 1917, delivered by shell,
could persist for days depending
on dimate and weather.

From 1917, solid-state chemical
delivered by shell; particles re-
leased could penetrate standaid
gas masks.

In 1918 as a replacement for
Diphenylchloroarsine.

From March 1918, delivered by
shell.

From 1916.

Fiom 1915, delivered with chlorine
from cylinders or by shell.

From 1916, delivered by shell.

From 1915,





OEBPS/Images/image00480.jpeg
Minenwerfer Designation

25cm (heavy) Minenwerfer
25cm (heavy) Minenwerfer
M 1916

24.5cm (heavy)
Fligelminenwerfer

17cm (medium)
Minenwerfer

17cm (medium)
Minenwerfer M 1916
7.6cm (light) Minenwerfer

7.6cm (light) Minenwerfer

Approximate
Weight of
Weapon (kg)

613
762

1,350
441
563
140

152

Weight (kg) and Types
of Shell or Bomb

95 HE
95 HE

100 HE
(fitted with vanes)
49 (HE)

11 (liquid gas)
49 (HE)

11 (liquid gas)
4.5 (HE)

4.5 (liquid gas)
4.5 (HE)

4.5 (liquid gas)

Planning Ranges
(metres)

200-545
500-995

450-1,200

150-895 (HE)
300-995 (liquid gas)
300-1,145 (HE)
400-1,595 (liquid gas)
300-995

300-1,295
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Feldhaubitze 16, or

I.EH. 16)

13cm long-range 5,79
quick-firing (Q.F) gun

15cm long heavy field 10,800
howitzer (lang schwere
Feldhaubitze 13, or Ig.

s.FH. 13)

M 1913 15cm heavy 2,200
howitzer (s.FH. 13)

21cm mortar (21cm. 6,680
Morser, or 21cm. Mrs)

(but in reality a heavy
howitzer)

illuminating (star
shell), and smoke
40.3. HE (various)
and shrapnel
42.8. HE (various),
gas, and smoke

41.7. HE (various),
gas, and smoke
113.0. HE (various)
and gas

695

500

365

B

m: 14,394
9,356-10,795
m: 10,936
7,108-8,202

m: 8,497
5,523-6,373
m: 11,100
7.215-8,325
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Weapon Designation Maximum Weight (kg)

and Category Weight of and Types of
Weapon  Shell
(kg)
M 1896 neuer Art 925 6.85. HE (various),

7.7cm field gun

(Feldkanone 96 n/A or

FK. 96 n/a)

M 1916 7.7cm field 11397
gun (Feldkanone 16, or

FK. 16) (the army's

principal field gun from

1916)

M1904/1914 10cm gun 3,200
(10cm. Kanone 04/14)
M 1916 10.5cm light 1,450
field howitzer (leichte

gas, shrapnel,
illuminating (star
shell), and smoke
7.0. HE (various),
gas, shrapnel,
illuminating (star
shell), and smoke

20.9. HE (various)
and shrapnel)
15.6. HE (various),
gas, shrapnel,

Muzzle Velocity
(metres per
second)

465

479 (523 with
super-charge,
590 with super-
charge and
streamline [C-
GeschoB] shell)
549

405

Maximum
Range (m:) and
Planning Ranges

(Metres)

m: 7,800
5,070-5,850

m: 8,688
5,647-6,516

m: 10,997
7,148-8,248
m: 9,186
5,971-6,890
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Bivouac of a Battalion.

about 250 X 270 paces, sty font

Quartr - Guard.

German army bivousc
regulations, from contemporary
sources

Left, that for 3 Bartalion
Right, for a Cavalry Regiment

Far ight, for  ield Battery

Bivouac of a Cavalry Regiment
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Arm

Infantry

Cavalry

Field and horse
artillery and
machine-gun
units

Foot or heavy
artillery

Rates of Movement
(Paces per Minute)

Normal marching
(Gleichschrit): 114

Double marching
(Laufschritt): 170-180

Walking: 125
Trotting: 275
Galloping: 500
Extended gallop: 700

As for cavalry

Walking: 125

Trotting: 250

March Formations

Columns (Marschkolonne) of four men abreast,
but sometimes in double columns of fours on
suitably wide roads (which shortened the overall
column length or allowed two units to maich side
by side). Usually one side of the road was left
entirely clear for the passage of priority traffic,
mounted troops or atillery. Howevey, if the road
surface was poor, or in very hot weather, a centie
lane was kept clear instead, with tioops then
maiching on each side of the foad.

When crossing bridges, normal marching step
would be broken (Marsch ohne Tritt) when the
column head was 100 paces before the biidge
and resumed when the column rear was 100
paces beyond the bridge.

Columns of sections with two horsemen abreast,
or occasionally in file (at the expense of doubling
the column length).

When crossing bridges, cavalry did so dismounted,
in file, leading their horses.

Columns of route, but sometimes in columns of
sub-sections (Doppelkolonne), or the equivalent
battery columns for horse artillery, on suitably
wide roads.

Bridges were ciossed maintaining the normal
columns of route.

Columns of route. This formation was maintained
when crossing bridges.
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(Showing Pre-1914 Place Names)

Dobeiitz
Zossen
Jaterbog
Altengrabow

Neuhammer
Friedrichsfeld
Senne
Elsenborn
Lockstedt
Manster
Ohidiuf
Konigsbrack
Mansingen
Heuberg
Bitsch
Obeihofen
Giuppe
Hammerstein
Darmstadt
Zeithain

Arys

Lechfeld
Hammelburg
Grafenwohr
Thoin

wahn

Overall Size
(in Hectares)

4172
5,382
4,073
4,802
5,197
1,250
5,491
969
3,989
2,755
4,467
4,805
4,669
4,706
3,672
3,922
3,254
944
1,252
1,343
382
3,919
4,422
2,379
2,382
9,000
3,294
2,974

Army Corps Military District

Guard Corps

Guard Corps

I Army Corps

IV Army Corps

V Army Corps

V1 Aimy Corps

V1 Aimy Corps

VIl Army Coips

VIl Aimy Coips

VI Army Coips

IX Army Coips

X Army Corps

XI Army Coips

X1l Aimy Coips

XI Army Coips

XIV Army Corps

XV Army Corps

XV Army Corps

XVII Army Corps

XVII Army Corps

XVl Army Corps

XIX Army Corps

XX Army Corps

| Bavarian Army Corps
Il Bavarian Army Corps
11l Bavarian Army Corps
Foot artillery firing range
Foot artillery firing range





OEBPS/Images/image00556.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00559.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00560.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00557.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00558.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00563.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00564.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00561.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00562.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00425.jpeg
Time (approx.)

06.00
07.00
08.00-10.30
10.30-11.00
11.00 - 14.00
14.00
15.00 - 18.00
18.30—19:30
20.00

By 22.00

Event

Reveille
Breakfast
Classroom
instruction
Break

Drill

Lunch

Physical
training
activities

Evening
lecture(s)
or study
Evening
meal
Lights out

Remarks

Usually consisted of no more than black bread and coffee.
Standard academic and military-related subjects,

including foreign languages, mathematics and history.

A maximum 30 minutes, but often less.

Primarily ceremonial and as an adjunct to discipline and fostering
instant obedience, rather than tactical; with short breaks as
appropriate.

While by no means substantial, this was usually the main meal
of the day.

Typically swimming, gymnastics, fencing and dancing. Dancing
was viewed as an essential part of an officer’s social training,
and of much greater importance than sport. Where appropriate,
other skill-at-arms activities might be included here.

Also preparation of uniform and equipment for the following
day’s activities.

A light meal of bread and cheese, accompanied twice a week
by a weak lager beer.
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Rank

Generalfeldmarschall
Generaloberst
General der Infanterie,
~der Kavallerie,

~der Artillerie, etc.
Generalleutnant
Generalmajor

Oberst
Oberstleutnant

Major

Hauptmann (infantry,
artillery and engineers)
Rittmeister (cavalry
and train)
Oberleutnant

Leutnant

British; US Equivalent Ranks

Field Marshal; US General of the Army
No British equivalent rank; US General
General; US Lieutenant General

Lieutenant General; US Major General
Major General; US Brigadier General
Colonel

Lieutenant Colonel

Major
Captain

Captain
Lieutenant; US First Lieutenant

Second Lieutenant; US Lieutenant

Typical Level of Command

Group(s) of armies
Army
Corps

Division

Brigade

Regiment
Second-in-command of a
regiment

Battalion

Company, battery

Squadron, troop or
company

Platoon or troop or other
regimental employment
Platoon or troop or other
regimental employment
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INFANTRY DIVISION ORGANIZATION
1917-1918 DIVISION HQ

Machnegun  fany rigade Field Supply  Pioneer Batalion  Field Hospital
Depot

‘quad‘on Detachment
s 3538 e 5
Antlery HQ

Infantry  Infany  Infantry
Regiment Regiment Regiment

Field Fed Mo Searchlight
Company  Company  Company  Detachment
Eght 17

oinhens S
Regimen o 25 o

Battalion (1) Bartalion (1) Battalion ()
Field Gun  Field Howitzer Foot Artlery |
Abteilung (1) Abteilung (1) Battalon [ I

(Three baneries (Three bateries of Company (sth) Company (7th) Wahliagun Coggi
of7.7cmguns)  10.5cm quns) 264 offcers & soldies, ilve maching.gurs)
s ight machinguns]

Gungne Motz ey Compary (6t) Compary (6t) okt
do oo toatSem et g Sompany

Notes:
i harch

iih 2
within inanty companies.

76 mortars, g 1o
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INFANTRY DIVISION ORGANIZATION

1914-1916 DIVISION HQ
field Artilery Infantry Brigade Pioneer Bridging Train Field Hospital
Brigade. (5ix4.5-metre pontoons)
Cavalry Field Artilery Infantry Brigade Field Supply Pioneer Field
Sauadron(s) Brigade. Depot Company
Field Gun  Field Howitzer
i Infantry Infantry
Pt e Regiment Regiment
T7emouns) 10.5cm guns)
Baralion () Battalion (1) Batalion () Machine-gun Company

(Twalve machine.gurs)

Company (5th)  Company (6th)  Company (7th)  Company (sth)

Notes:
1 iy btteris sach had i el 3uns f howitzrs un] Dctober 1914, wherthis s reuced 1 four. 2. The two o ths and n some cases fou)caaly sauadrons with which
diions began the war wer reduced t one dring 1915 3. In 1914 th ttalsrength cf an nfantsy didsion with ll 5 combatams and seic support dlements s about 17,500
cfficers and sokdirs, which preduced a ighting ength cf 12,000 infantren, up 1 630 lances and cbines, 24 machine-guns and 72 atlery quns and howitrs.
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ARMY CORPS ORGANIZATION ARMY CORPS HQ
IN PEACETIVE

Foot Artilery Regiment

Battalion (1)
(Four Bateres)

Ploneer Battalion
(Four Fild Companies)

Cavalry Brigade

Batalion (1) Infantry Division

Infantry Division
(Four Batteies)

Field Artilery Brigade

Field Artilery

Abtelung (1)

Notas:
b <
part o the amy corps
Rbteilung),

Infantry Brigade

V—‘—V

Infantry Regiment

Field Artilery Infantry Regiment

Jages Battalon

Infantry Brigade

Cavalry Regiment

Cavalry Regiment
(Fve Squadrons)

(Fve Squadrons)

eattalon (1) eattalon (1) earcalion(il)
Abtellung (1)

Battalion (V) Machine-Gun

Company

Company (th) Company (10th) Company (11th)

Company (12th)
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‘Section (directed by)
Chit of the general
saff (Chef
sy

Obeiquartiermetster |

SUB-3Eons and Starting: NESponsbINLes:

GTRCeIS Assgneg,

< the chief
of the gener! s invenal marers affecung
the personnel, organization and
adinkyation of e Grobel Generasab and

staff officers) and planning exereises of Groper
Generalstab officer

Wity Histry Secion s Wiy hisry
iom 1208,

Millary istory Secion I Mitay hisory o

R m———
25 appropilate of all publications for
‘xploitable Intelligencs and other miltary.
information

Rallway Section: All aspects of planning for
and conducting miltary ail movenent on,
e s Shar mohlator ol oF
fficers for rall e, scaticical syl of
German and foreign rai

Alrcraft Section: Alr sarvice troops,
culpment (arships and afcrafy and
capabilly

Section 2: Mobilzation, fronties deployment
and foitresses of the German army.

section 1

officers

Five officers plus five
attached

Twelie offcers.

Shofficers.

35 officers plus about
35 attached (in 1914

Six offcers plus about
si attachsd

Ohesquartiermester I

Oberquartiermester 1V

Russta,
Balkans, Scandinavia, China, Japan and fersa

Ertain, Unied States, France, @elgium.
heiands, Spai,Fortugl,Estnds

Section 9: in \e\\\gen:eznz\yg\s of Austta,
Switzerland and It

Section : Staff rides and planning exercizes
of army corps; operational plans; staff officers'
it o e, s of dsertaions s
on felevant subjects to maintain an:

These officers ellectul uls cuing e
winter period sach year)

Section 8: Kiisgsakadermis matters;
regulations affecting staff senic

Section 4: Fortiess warfare In the westein
theatre.

Section 7: Fortiess warfare In the eastern
e

abour nine attached.
Elght officers plus
it elght attached

Thiee officers plus
abou three amached.

Five officrs plus
abou five artached.

EourecsTus
Jour four attached.

Elght officers plus
about sight attach:

Four officers plus
bout four attached,

Survey, section
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Garde du Corps

Guard Cuirassier (Garde Kirassier)
Cuirasser (Kurassier)

Guard Dragoon (Garde Dragoner)
Dragoon (Dragoner)

Body Guard Hussar (Leibgarde-Husaren)
Hussar (Husar)
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Garde-Reiter-Regiment
Karabinier

Jager zu Pferde
Schwere-Reiter-Regiment
Chevaulegers-Regiment

Total
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Including 2 Wirttemberg regiments
Including 3 Saxon regiments

Including 2 Wurttemberg, 3 Saxon
and 2 Bavarian regiments

Saxon Guard cavalry regiment
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Bavarian heavy cavalry regiments
Bavarian light cavalry regiments
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1 Feldwebel; 5 Vizefeldwebels

Including 12 gun commanders, 6
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1 shoemaker, various cooks, drivers and
orderlies, and 84 machine-gunners

1 per machine-gun, manhandled by 2 men
as necessary
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12 supply wagons (1 per company) 4 supply wagons 1 supply wagon
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3 sutlers’ (commissary) wagons 1 sutler's wagon

(1 per battalion)

1 four-horsed artificer’s tool wagon
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Guard Schotzen Black Black Grey-green Green Green
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Jager 2u Pferde Green, trimmed  Green, trmmed with  Not applicable Regimentalfacing  Green

with regimental  regimental braid colour
Dragoons (Diagoner)  Regimental facing  Regimental facing ot applicable Regimentalfacing  Cornflower-blue

colour colour colour
Culrassers (Kurassiers)  Regimental facing  Regimental facing  Not applicable Regimental facing  White

colour, rimmed  colour, wmmed with

with regimental  regimental braid

iai

Lancers (Ulaner) Regimental facing Regimental facing  Not applicable Regimentalfacing  Red

colour colour colour
Hussars (Husaren) Grey Grey Not applicable Grey braiding looped _Shoulder-cords the colour of the

inthe tiaditional  fulldress Artla interwoven and
hussar patten tecked with the colour of the

regiments fulldress uriform
‘braid (white or yellow)





OEBPS/Images/image00430.jpeg
Arm, Branch
or Unit

Infaritry
(nfanterie)

Jager and

(Dragoner)

Huss
(Husaren)

Lancers

(Ulanen)

Jager 2u Plerde

Field and Horse
Arillry

Foot Artilery

Shoulder-strap

Field-gi
(Fedgrau

Grey-green
(Graugion)
White

Cormflower
blue

As for the M
1910 unifoim
(the hussar
shoulder cords
were retained)
Scarlet

Light Green

Scarlet

Golden yellow
lack

Light grey

Light blue
Crimson

Dark blue

Piping

White, with the following
exceptions

Scarlet: 2nd Foot Guards, 2nd
Grenadies Guards, 8th Grenadier

Regiment
Lemon-yellow: 3rd Foot Guards,
3rd Grenadier Guards, Guard
Fusilers, 7th and 11th Grenadier
Regiments

Light blue: 4th Foot Guards, 4th
Grenadies Guards, 145th Infantry
Regiment.
Light Green: 114th Infantry
Regiment

Light Green, bt Black for the
Guard Schatzen Battalion

A5 for the M 1910 uniform

Asfor the M 1910unform, but
plain Black for the 22nd Dr
Regiment

A5 for the M 1910 uniform (the
hussar shoulder cords were:
retained)

A5 for the M 1910 uniform, but
with Light blue for the 13th Ulan
Regiment,and the deletion of the
scarlet piping of the 2nd Guard
Ui Regiment and the 2nd and
6th Ulan Regiments

A5 for the M 1910 uniform J?qe‘
2u Pfeide regiments form

1910 s h along i
Scarlet: oth Regiment

Yellow: 10th Regiment

Light blue: 11th Regiment

Black: 12th Regiment

Dark blue: 13th Regiment

Pink: 7th Regiment

None, except for the following
White: 15t Guard Field Artllery

Lenon-yellow: 3rd Guard Fild
Atilery
Light bl 4th Guard Field
Aillry
None
calet

None

None
None

Comnflower-blue

Insignia

Red

Red

Golden yellow, but
Crimson for the 2nd
Cuirassier Regiment

Red, but Pink for the
3rd Horse Grenadlier

for the 11th and 121h
Dragoon Regiments
Golden yellow, but
White for the 4th, 6th
oth, 10th and
17th Hussar Regiments

Lemon-yellow

Red, but Lemon-

yellow for the 15t
Regiett d Pk o
the 7th Regiment

Lemon-yellow

Red
Red

Red
Red
Yellow

Yellow





OEBPS/Images/image00429.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00428.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00427.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00426.jpeg
Baltic Sea

125

NSO

 Konigsberg
m

BRITAIN o MECKLENBURG.g1orying, ¢
NaURG m ST PRUSS!
NETHERLANDS S CLOEVEURG AAADE T WEST PRUSSIA
5 POSEN.

RUSSIA

Gerin
[m

Leipzig”  Dresden
Frankfurt
am Main

° Saarbricken  Srzburg

L
AUSTRIA-HUNGARY
FRANCE o

GALICIA

czmmy ARMY CORPS MILITARY DISTRICTS IN 1917
s designations are shavwn beside the town or ity in which ther
e Lo e
lin i . ained an administrstive or rear HQ presence
in Berln sfer 1914; however,as i recruited throvighout Prusia and Alsae-
Lorrsine, it was no equied to command or administe its own army corps
milcry disrcr






OEBPS/Images/image00586.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00600.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00601.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00598.jpeg
ey \.n,.., s X
e AL
o v uJ

= A4
shin. ¥ J«\.-t
iR
- i
4 A -
». S
e B
b ki

A e et





OEBPS/Images/image00599.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00604.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00605.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00602.jpeg
R E—






OEBPS/Images/image00603.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00486.jpeg
Bayor. Inf.-Lolb-R. Bayor. Bayor. Chavasioger-Offsier Siohs. Lais-
Offizier. Jager-oizior, Ulanon-Oizier. 4. Chovaul-R. aren-h. 100

Offizier. Offizie





OEBPS/Images/image00607.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00487.jpeg
Sanitits-  Voterinir-
Offizier.






OEBPS/Images/image00608.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00606.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00589.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00590.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00587.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00588.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00593.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00594.jpeg
‘”?‘ S
’@’e =
’4"’! &)

ps!
".,V'/V'






OEBPS/Images/image00591.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00592.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00595.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00596.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00597.jpeg





