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Question: How did British military tactics on the Western Front change during World War One?
[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will discuss various ways that British tactics had changed on the Western Front during World War One. It will discuss how advancements in motor technology aided ground tactics in an attempt to try and break the stalemate on the Western Front.  
The Western Front (3 August 1914 – 11 November 1918) was one of the main theatres of war during the Great War, which saw the Allied Powers locked in a constant battle against the Central Powers. The Western Front covered over four hundred miles of land, which stretched from the Belgium coast of the North Sea to the Swiss border passing through Belgium and France.[footnoteRef:1] The idea of mobile warfare that had dominated the battlefield for centuries came to a halt, with both sides digging in. Defensive trenches were established, which led to the trench warfare that is remembered today. Advancement and development in the technology of artillery and heavy machine guns caused such devastation that the development of the trench system was necessary to counter the massive death tolls. The Western Front saw tragic events such as the Battle of the Somme (1 July - 18 November 1916), where the first day alone saw the British take 57,470 casualties.[footnoteRef:2] The heavy casualties on the Western Front were overwhelming in comparison to previous theatres of war, such as the Battle of Waterloo (18 June 1815). With technological developments throughout World War One and questionable leadership from high command, the heavy casualties suffered on both sides to break the stalemate and achieve victory is an event that cannot be forgotten.  [1:  Jonathan Krause, ‘Western Front’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2015) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/western_front> [accessed 14 October 2019].]  [2:  Matt Brosnan, ‘5 Things You Need To Know About The Battle Of The Somme’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-the-battle-of-the-somme> [accessed 5 November 2019].
] 

The events of the First World War changed the practise and tactics of warfare forever and ushered in a new era of modern warfare. These tactical changes occurred because of the development of new technology and the strategic response to the system of trench warfare. 
During the course of the Great War, the practice of war changed dramatically for all sides, driven for the most part by changes in technology. Zebecki identifies three paradigms shifts in warfare that occurred during the Great War, all relating to technology.[footnoteRef:3] These were developments in military aircraft, the shift from animal and human power to machine power, and the change from fighting along an engagement line to fighting at depth. This last shift is perhaps the most significant and came about by the possibilities offered by aircraft. As both sides gained airpower, this created more vulnerability behind lines, and this created further challenges for defence.   [3:  David T Zabecki, ‘Military Developments of World War I’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2017) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/military_developments_of_world_war_i> [accessed 20 October 2019].] 

The development of new motor technology for use in warfare was significant for changing the nature of warfare during the First World War this, in turn, influenced British tactics on the Western Front. Internal combustion engine technology was relatively new and had not been significantly tested or used in the context of war at this point. The creation of the first petrol engine motor vehicle by Karl Benz in 1885, with the use of the internal combustion engine, he could not have predicted how his invention would later intertwine with the transformations of warfare.[footnoteRef:4] Cavalry had been the most powerful presence on the battlefields since ancient times, but this changed as the role of the horse in warfare was mostly replaced by armoured vehicles, tanks and aircrafts. The internal combustion engine was used to power such war machines as aircraft, tanks, motor vehicles and submarines.[footnoteRef:5] The internal combustion engine technology cannot be underestimated in terms of the impact it had on the nature of the war and the tactical change and developments it led to, in particular, the efforts to break the stalemate on the Western Front in which armoured vehicles and aircrafts played a significant role where cavalry no longer could.  [4:  The National Motor Museum Trust, ‘What Were the First Motor Cars?’, The National Motor Museum Trust, 2019 <https://nationalmotormuseum.org.uk/ufaqs/what-were-the-first-motor-cars/> [accessed 2 November 2019].]  [5:  W. G. Jensen, ‘The Importance of Energy in the First and Second World Wars’, The Historical Journal, 11.3 (1968), 554.] 

Advancement in airpower gave new possibilities in warfare that had not been seen before. Again, Britain used airpower to help break the stalemate on the Western Front. There were significant developments in aerial photography which was a great advantage for Britain. From aerial imagery, Britain was able to plan the successful Battle of Neuve Chapelle (10 - 13 March 1915).[footnoteRef:6] Neuve Chapelle was a success, but it came with heavy casualties, Count Charles de Souza touches on this in his report, ‘The victory was complete and would have been more satisfactory had it been less costly’.[footnoteRef:7] The battle was significant for future tactics and planned attacks, the need and importance of air support was recognised, and this was seen in the expansion from four squadrons in 1914 to eighty-seven squadrons by 1918.[footnoteRef:8] Cox draws attention to the value of the reconnaissance provided by the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) which allowed Britain to extend their depth and range of warfare on the battlefield.[footnoteRef:9] The RFC also contributed with attacks on the Western Front by bombing targets, such as the German HQ at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle.[footnoteRef:10] Airpower gave the allies the opportunity to increase the depth of attack on the battlefield and on the Western Front.  [6:  Dan Gettinger, ‘The Ultimate Way of Seeing: Aerial Photography in WWI’, THE CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF THE DRONE, 2014 <https://dronecenter.bard.edu/wwi-photography/> [accessed 15 October 2019].]  [7:  Count Charles de Souza, Battle of Neuve Chapelle - World War I Document Archive (World War I Military History List (WWI-L), 10 March 1915) <https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Battle_of_Neuve_Chapelle> [accessed 19 October 2019].]  [8:  Seb Cox, ‘The Development of Air Power, 1914 – 1918’, in The First World War Battlefield Guide: The Western Front, 2nd Edition (Andover: Creative Media Design, Army Headquarters, 2015), i, 191–94.]  [9:  Seb Cox, Air Power, 1914-1918, 2015, 191-194.]  [10:  Seb Cox, Air Power, 1914-1918, 2015, 191-194.] 

In 1917 tactics started to change on the Western Front where combined attacks could take place. For the first time, ground operations were supported by air bombing to maximise effect.[footnoteRef:11] Gathering intel from the air and dropping bombs were new tactics, but it was not all the action the RFC had to deal with. There were a growing number of air units on both sides and with the creation of new fighter planes, such as the Bristol F2A/B Fighter and the Royal Aircraft Factory FE 2, air battles and skirmishes, known as dogfights had emerged, and there was a constant battle for the skies over the Western Front.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Ross Mahoney and James Pugh, ‘Air Warfare | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2018) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/air_warfare> [accessed 28 October 2019].]  [12:  Hooton E. R, War over the Trenches Air Power and the Western Front Campaigns 1916-1918 (Hersham, Surrey: Ian Allan Printing Ltd, 2010), p.64.] 

With the use of devastating large artillery power and technological advancements in firepower, change of tactics was needed which inevitably led to trench warfare on the Western Front. The First Battle of Ypres (20 October - 22 November 1914) Allied and Central Power forces began to dig in and create trenches to protect themselves from fire.[footnoteRef:13] Traditional tactics of advancement and the idea of mobile warfare where the line of engagement was pushed back and forth ended and the era of trench warfare began.[footnoteRef:14] The main course of this new tactic of digging in and creating trenches came from seeking protection from more powerful and long-range artillery barrages such as the British BL Howitzers,[footnoteRef:15]  which came in various canon sizes and the German 15 cm sFH 13 L/17 Heavy Field Howitzer.[footnoteRef:16] There was also the onslaught of modern machine guns such as the Vickers machine-gun, as depicted in the image:  [13:  National Army Museum, ‘Weapons of the Western Front | National Army Museum’, National Army Museum <https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/weapons-western-front> [accessed 25 October 2019].]  [14:  Kevin Kenkel, ‘McGovern Library: HIS 382: World War I: Digitized Documents’, Dakota Wesleyan University, 2019 <//library.dwu.edu/WWI_guide/digitized> [accessed 26 October 2019].]  [15:  Imperial War Museum, ‘6 in 30 Cwt BL Howitzer’ (Imperial War Museum, 1898), Weapons and ammunition <http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/30025229> [accessed 3 November 2019].]  [16:  Australian War Memorial, ‘15 Cm SFH 13 L/17 Heavy Field Howitzer (Germany)’ (Australian War Memorial, 1915), Technology, RELAWM05005 <www.awm.gov.au/collection/C228269> [accessed 3 November 2019].] 

[image: ]
Figure 1Vickers Machine-Gun, Vickers .303 in Class C medium machine gun, 1910 (c) IWM.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Vickers .303 Inch Class C Medium Machine Gun, 1910 National Army Museum, London, 1910, National Army Museum, NAM. 1967-10-47-1 <https://collection.nam.ac.uk/detail.php?acc=1967-10-47-1> [accessed 3 November 2019].] 

The use of machine guns on the Western Front caused heavy casualties, as Col. Swinton’s report briefly mentions, the defence of an allied position with the use of machine gun and the devastation the weapon caused, 
there happened to be a machine gun manned by a detachment of the Queen's. This at once opened fire, cutting a lane through their mass, and they fell back to their own trench with great loss.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Col. Edward D Swinton, Trench Warfare Begins on the Aisne (World War I Military History List (WWI-L), 14 September 1914) <https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Trench_Warfare_Begins_on_the_Aisne> [accessed 26 October 2019].] 

With the use of such powerful weapons, it is now easy to understand how the Western Front turned into the bloody trench warfare we now know today. With these early developments across the Western Front, it was of little surprise that both sides changed their tactics. Britain had been involved with trench systems before in the Boer Wars but were not well prepared for them in the Great War. Now the trench system moved forward dramatically from what was known in the Boer Wars. Author and soldier Second Lieutenant J. S. Smith published the manual Trench warfare; a manual for officers and men in 1917, this manual gives us first-hand accounts of the day to day routine in the trenches of the western front.[footnoteRef:19] Second Lieutenant Smith discusses the importance of protection in a trench system in his manual [19:  Joseph Shuter Smith, Trench Warfare; a Manual for Officers and Men (New York: E. P. Button & CO., 1917), U.C. BERKELEY LIBRARIES, 365594 <http://archive.org/details/trenchwarfareman00smitrich> [accessed 28 October 2019].] 

Protection from and localisation of artillery fire must be provided by the internal construction of the trench rather than by a position that protects but also restricts the field of fire.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Smith, “Trench warfare; a manual for officers and men”,1917.] 

Although he makes a point of protection, there still needs to be an ability to fight from the trench as well as seek protection from artillery fire.  
The use of artillery changed and adapted to cope with the challenges of new trench warfare. Artillery had a considerable role to play in the Great War, the impact it had was remarkable but also haunting. As the Western Front became a stalemate, there was a need for technological advancement in artillery. The British set in motion preliminary bombardments with the idea that the enemy trenches and morale would be battered and would make it an easy task for the allies to take German trenches.[footnoteRef:21] This tactic had little success rate, and a prime example of this would be The Battle of the Somme (1 July - 18 November 1916) where preliminary bombardments went on for several days.[footnoteRef:22] The idea was that the Allies would be able to rapidly cross No Man’s Land with little resistance and take German trenches.[footnoteRef:23] This was not the case and led to an unsuccessful attack, which cost the Allies in large numbers of casualties. Scholar Paddy Griffith opens the idea that this failure can be seen as a ‘tactical watershed’.[footnoteRef:24] The tactics in artillery needed to improve and this watershed event lead to the creation of what is now known as the creeping barrage. This came into play with a much higher success rate than the previous advancement plans. The creeping barrage needed certain elements for it to be successful, but one which stands out is the sheer faith and trust the infantry had to give to the artillery crews, as their bombing was to screen the infantry’s advancement behind the shelling.[footnoteRef:25] Nick Lloyd describes the creeping barrage as ‘a staple of element of battlefield tactics’ by 1918.[footnoteRef:26] The new tactic of the creeping barrage was highly risky with the potential break down in communications and the need for infantry to stick to the pace that had been planned; however, this tactic saw some major advancements and success on the Western Front.  [21:  Matt Brosnan, ‘What Happened During The Battle Of The Somme?’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-happened-during-the-battle-of-the-somme> [accessed 1 November 2019].]  [22:  Brosan, The Somme, 2018.]  [23:  Brosan, The Somme, 2018.]  [24:  Paddy Griffith, British Fighting Methods in the Great War (London: Routledge, 2013)p. 10-12.]  [25:  Paddy Griffith, British Fighting Methods, 2013, p.10-11.]  [26:  Nick Lloyd, Hundred Days: The End of the Great War (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2014) p.83] 

[bookmark: _Hlk23967675]Trench warfare on the Western Front led to a range of new developments in technology in order to break the stalemate, but, one tactic that was brought in was from a more medieval background, known as trench raids.  The idea behind trench raids tactics was to gain enemy intel in the hope to capture important documents to gain an edge against the enemy.[footnoteRef:27] There was also destruction purposes on key enemy positions such as weapons, outposts and fortifications which were targeting by trench raid missions.[footnoteRef:28] With the continual stalemate on the Western Front, early trench raids from 1914 had dramatically improved as the war went on. Malcolm Brown author of The Imperial War Museum Book of the Western Front also mentions how raids captured prisoners, and Captain Harry Yoxall echoes this in a letter he wrote to his mother in 1917, [27:  Phil Dutton, ‘Everything You Need To Know About Trench Raids In The First World War’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/everything-you-need-to-know-about-trench-raids-in-the-first-world-war> [accessed 1 November 2019].]  [28:  Phil Dutton, Trench Raids, Imperial War Museums, 2018.] 

twelve prisoners doesn’t seem very much, but it’s a lot for trench warfare, especially as the raiding party was only thirty. For a small night raid, it was a splendid result.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Malcolm Brown, The Imperial War Museum Book of the Western Front (London: Pan Macmillan, 2001) p.111.] 

The idea of taking prisoners was to be able to gain valuable intel.[footnoteRef:30] The early raids on the Western Front were relatively small, but raid operations became more intense with a more in-depth inventory of ideas and supplies they became much more tactical and, with the aid of aerial photography, these raids became much more sophisticated and well planned.[footnoteRef:31] The idea of trench raids as a way of engagement has been argued that it was essential, but also a waste of time and would cost needless casualties. Nevertheless, with the war dragging on and new technologies being brought forth it was able for more extensive and more practical trench raids on the Western Front.  [30:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Voices of the First World War: Trench Raids’, Voices of the First World War <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-trench-raids> [accessed 3 November 2019].]  [31:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Voices of the First World War’, [accessed 3 November 2019].] 

	Innovations in the use of mines came about as another development in trench warfare tactics with the idea of a mobile war coming to a halt on the Western Front. The ideology behind the use of mines in warfare was not a novel idea attached to the stalemate on the Western Front, the use of mines had been around since ancient warfare.[footnoteRef:32] The vital thing to note is that the idea of mining across the Western Front was to try and attempt to break the stalemate, but it also played a significant part in attrition warfare.[footnoteRef:33] The purpose of the mining tactics by the British was to tunnel the men across No Man's Land to destroy key defensive positions in order to make advancement on the ground above.[footnoteRef:34] Mines were dug out and packed with high quantity explosives, once detonated they caused extreme damage to soldiers and the surrounding landscape.[footnoteRef:35] One of the most famous mine attacks by the British on the Western Front was the detonation at Messines Ridge.[footnoteRef:36] Henry Perry Robinson was a British journalist selected by the British Government to report on the war for The Times and Daily News.[footnoteRef:37] Robinson’s report on Messines Ridge was published in The Times on 8 June 1917; he shows the devastation British military tactics had on the Western Front, through the use of mining. [32:  Nicholas Murray, ‘Mine Warfare | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2016) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/mine_warfare> [accessed 31 October 2019].]  [33:  Murray, ‘Mine Warfare’, 2016.]  [34:  Murray, ‘Mine Warfare’, 2016.]  [35:  Murray, ‘Mine Warfare’, 2016.]  [36:  Sanders Marble, British Artillery on the Western Front in the First World War: ‘The Infantry Cannot Do with a Gun Less’ (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2016), p.183.]  [37:  Spartacus Educational, ‘Biography of Henry Perry Robinson’, Spartacus Educational, 2016 <https://spartacus-educational.com/JrobinsonP.htm> [accessed 1 November 2019].] 

	In all, I believe over 600 tons of high explosives were fired simultaneously. Can you imagine what over 600 tons of explosives in 20 or so blasts along an arc of 10 miles looks like? I cannot describe it for you. Personally, I can only vouch for having seen nine of the great leaping streams of orange flame which shot upwards from that part of the front immediately before me, each one of the nine a huge volcano in itself.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Henry Perry Robinson, ‘The Offensive at Messines Ridge’, The Times, 8 June 1917.] 

This is echoed by scholar Charles E. Munroe in December 1925 describing the Messines Ridge mine as ‘charged with 933,200 pounds of high explosives’ this was by far the largest single blast of the Great War.[footnoteRef:39]  With the idea of mobile warfare coming to a halt on the Western Front, Britain was forced to change tactics which led the way for improvised mining tactics. Explosions such as Messines Ridge would not just cause extreme damage to the landscape and targeted areas, but as far as attrition warfare is concerned it would play a vital role in disrupting the enemy’s morale.  [39:  Charles E. Munroe, ‘Blasting a New Face on Nature’, The Scientific Monthly, 21.6 (1925), 645–648.] 

The Hundred Days Offensive was put into motion and made possible by the Allies change in tactics on the Western Front. Throughout the Great War the practice of war on the Western Front changed dramatically for all sides driven for the most part by changes in technology, which in turn led to tactical changes and developments on the Western Front. Motor technology used in warfare was very significant for changing the nature of warfare during the First World War, this influenced British tactics on the Western Front. Airpower gave new possibilities in warfare that had not been seen before. The aerial images that were taken and used have shown the military the importance of airpower and air technology. Britain used its airpower and new aerial tactics to help break the stalemate on the Western Front. Artillery power and technological advancements in fire power, changed the tactics of warfare forever. No longer could cavalry charges have such glorious and successful attacks on the battlefield whilst there was artillery and heavy machine guns opposing them. The Western Front is regarded as the main theatre of war during World War One, it was a truly watershed moment in military history where transition from cavalry to machine can take precedence. British tactics on the Western Front had to change to counterbalance the heavy losses being created by continual advanced weaponry. The Allies had a resourceful set of weapons at their disposal, but it took them most of the war to be used to their advantage. The ability to break the stalemate after years of harsh lessons and devastating loss of life came through, the Allies new and combined tactics to achieve maximum effect from the weapons and technology they had.
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