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THE ROYAL ARTILLERY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Winter Meeting, on Wednesday 16th January 2002, at Woolwich

A Presentation by Matthew Buck esq

FRENCH ARTILLERY DOCTRINE BEFORE THE FIRST WORLD WAR

The Winter 2002 Meeting of the Royal Artillery Historical Society was held in the Ballroom of the RA Mess, Woolwich, on Wednesday 16th January 2002.  Brigadier K A Timbers was in the Chair.

Brigadier Timbers introduced Matthew Buck, the speaker, who was well known to many Members of the Society as the researcher at Firepower, the Royal Artillery Museum, and who had made a special study of French Army Doctrine in the years before the First World War.

Introduction

Historians of the French Army before and during the Great War have traditionally been concerned with the origins and, as they see it, functions of the Army's alleged addiction to the infamous offensive à outrance. Various theories which account for it have been the result, but in the process of this debate tremendous confusion and divisions of opinion have arisen about what this doctrine actually consisted of, or whether indeed it can be described as a coherent set of principles at all. Nevertheless, the common thread of these interpretations is that, whatever it consisted of, the offensive à outrance was so patently and obviously unsuited to the observable realities of the modern battlefield that it cannot be said to have had any military justification. Instead, various socio-political motivations for its adoption by the Army have been suggested.
 On the other hand, to add to the confusion, a small body of revisionist  scholars have also proposed that the official tactical regulations with which the French Army went to war in 1914 were by no means as extreme as has usually been supposed. Beginning with the infantry regulations of 1904, introduced as a direct result of the British difficulties in South Africa between 1899 and 1901, the claim is that the Army had in fact developed a theory of fire-power and manoeuvre which compares well with anything produced by its contemporary European rivals. If the Army subsequently proved to be tactically outclassed at the Battle of the Frontiers, then the reasons must be sought elsewhere. In this context the offensive à outrance has been seen as the product not so much of official teachings but of the Army's antiquated institutional infrastructure, its poor training facilities and, above all, to the disastrously high proportion of inept commanders which had risen in the hierarchy thanks to the unfortunate introduction of political considerations into officer promotion as a result of the Dreyfus Affair at the end of the 1890s.

What I would like to suggest here that an analysis of the fighting in 1914 reveals that there was in fact a high degree of coherence and consistency in the procedures which French commanders applied during the course of their offensives from the very beginning of the fighting; and that the record from inspection reports and manoeuvres in the immediate ante-bellum period also show that the French army revealed a higher degree of doctrinal unity than has sometimes been supposed. In addition, a blind or unthinking application of the offensive à outrance is not a feature of most of the French operations in 1914- offensive they certainly were, but a definite underlying method is clearly discernible from the study of orders and combat reports. By operations I mean the procedural methods and manoeuvres of brigades, divisions and army corps, formations which utilised the services of all three arms. In French theory, such matters came under the general heading of la grande tactique, an imprecise theoretical term that does much to account for the often Byzantine and confused nature of the pre-war tactical debate. Nevertheless, combined arms were treated at a distinct theoretical and practical level, and were to have a profound influence upon the proper tactical functioning of the individual arms. The French possessed in the service des armées en campagne (Field Service Regulations) of 1895 an operational doctrine of the offensive which remained in force for some twenty years. The new field service regulations that appeared in 1913-1914 contained some adjustments and clarifications of its predecessor, but most of the underlying principles and procedures governing the offensive remained unchanged; a remarkable continuity not seen in the infantry regulations between 1894 and 1914, where significant changes in the nature of battalion tactics where prescribed.

However, it remains the case that there were undoubtedly numerous points of doctrine where unity of views and of practice had yet to be achieved, but this was partly due to inherent difficulties in the interpretation and application of the operating principles themselves: certain military dilemmas were not and could not be resolved even when the broader operational doctrine had been accepted. To an important extent, what we are dealing with is a system failure, explainable by the internal contradictions and limitations of the doctrine itself. It would be a mistake, therefore, to claim that French doctrine was basically sound and merely required greater expertise in its application to make it work.

French Operational Doctrine Before the First World War

The origins of the operational system with which the French army went to war in 1914 have been found the in renaissance in French military thought based on Prussian and Napoleonic models from the mid 1880s. Centred around the École de Guerre, it was expressed above all in the courses in la grande tactique taught by Colonels L. Maillard and Henri Bonnal.
 Those of you who are familiar with David Chandler's brilliant précis on the Napoleonic art of war, which owes not a little to the still unsurpassed scholarship of French soldier-historians which began in this period, will need no introduction to the central operating concepts involved. Chief among them is the bataillon carrée, the classic Napoleonic manoeuvre of mutually supporting army corps columns, arranged so as to be able to change direction or concentrate for battle as the situation demanded, with a screen of independent cavalry forces to cover its movements and discover those of the enemy. The column nearest the enemy would assume the role of an advance guard and would advance to the attack immediately in order to fix the enemy to his positions while the other columns manoeuvred on the flanks. The rearmost portion formed the reserve, the decisive mass de manoeuvre which would erupt through the enemy line at the chosen moment and achieve victory.

There is a problem in accounting for the enormous influence of this central operational concept of Advanced Guards in the closing years of the nineteenth century. It is important to emphasise that it was not just due to the prestige of Napoleon or his Prussian imitators. French theorists argued at length that the changing conditions of warfare, brought about by the introduction of rifled, rapid-firing weapons and smokeless propellants, made the recourse to such procedures more necessary than ever. Although the idea of using advanced guards on a strategic level, using army sized formations, gradually fell out of favour, their use at an operational level, by army corps and divisions, found increased justification.

The argument ran briefly as follows: in modern conditions the traditional agents of reconnaissance on the battlefield, the cavalry, were increasingly unlikely to discover more than the vaguest intelligence about the enemy outpost line, whether on the strategic, operational or tactical level. The only way to ‘tear the veil’ surrounding the enemy’s intentions, it was therefore argued, was to conduct a fighting reconnaissance using strong bodies of infantry and artillery. At the divisional level these would typically consist of a quarter of the divisional infantry and artillery strength, in effect a regiment of three battalions supported by a three battery group of artillery (12 guns). Marching well ahead of each of the main divisional columns of the army, their mission was to drive in the enemy outpost line and attack the enemy’s main bodies, forcing them to deploy and reveal their strength. The divisional commanders who marched with them would then be able to deploy their own main bodies armed with accurate intelligence about the enemy and conduct the attack accordingly. What was being envisaged was therefore very much a phased development of the battle, in which successive echelons would be progressively deployed to engage the enemy in a preparatory fight, forcing the enemy to deploy, to be followed by a ‘wearing out fight’ (combat d’usure) and, finally, a rupture or outflanking of the enemy line using the carefully husbanded divisional and corps reserves.

First promulgated in the Field Service Regulations of 1883 and reinforced with a definitive version in 1895, with amendments in 1913-1914, these were the central operational principles with which the French Army entered the Great War. The purpose of my paper today is to examine what the implications of this doctrine were for what was always intended to be one of the chief ingredients of French fighting power in the coming conflict: the Artillery.

The Artillery
The ritual drum rolls, bugle calls and unfurled standards which traditionally signalled the infantry assault may have been of less significance in 1914 if the artillery had been able to provide more efficient support for infantry attacks. Historians have emphasised the French army's failure to adopt a coherent heavy artillery program, which left them massively outnumbered in terms of big calibre guns at the outbreak of war. Much less attention, however, has been devoted to the efficiency of the field artillery, which, if only because there was no other alternative, would have far greater significance in terms of battlefield performance.

Even before general introduction of quick-firers it was widely recognised that advancing infantry, no matter how 'dilute' their formations, would have little chance of surviving the beaten zone of concentrated enemy artillery fire, let alone the effects of infantry weapons at closer ranges, without the aid of suppressing fire from their own batteries. This had been underlined in 1892 by Colonel Hippolyte Langlois in L'artillerie de campagne en liaison avec les autres armes, which may be considered as the foundation work for French field artillery doctrine before the First World War.
 For Langlois, the secret of successful command lay in the selection of successive points of attack on the enemy line, against which the converging fire of the mass of guns would be concentrated until each objective had been taken. Fire would be managed via the designation of distinct 'zones of action' to separate artillery batteries within which any visible targets would be engaged. Thus was provided a simple and hopefully effective means of ensuring the synchronised co-operation of infantry and artillery action during the attack.
 Adopted by the artillery regulations of 1903, such a conception rested on the reasonable premise that only senior commanders and artillery officers were qualified to decide upon the time and means of engagement of the guns in view of the general tactical situation, which included assessments of the potential threat posed by the enemy artillery, the type of fire to employ against different types of target and the stance to be adopted (offensive or defensive) by the troops on various sectors of the battlefield; all factors which would be profoundly modified by the adoption of the new 75 mm field gun Model 1897 in France and other quick-firers abroad.

Characteristics of the 75


Light and manoeuvrable, the new gun was ranged to fire high explosive shell up to 6,500m over an extremely flat trajectory (but nearer 4000m for effective shrapnel fire).
 Smokeless powder and indirect firing sights made possible the adoption of defiladed battery positions and protection from direct enemy observation. Steel shields, supplemented if desired by light earth works, provided extra protection for the gun crews. A revolutionary long-action combined air and oil recuperating system for the gun barrel, a three degree traversing ability, mountings on the gun carriage for two personnel and a trail spade gave the piece tremendous stability and obviated much of the need for time-consuming relaying after each shot had been fired. This factor, combined with the use of fixed rounds and rapid breech-loading and fuze-setting mechanisms, brought the maximum rate of fire up to twenty rounds per minute.
 Range finding was done with the gun itself, with battery commanders observing the highly visible white smoke of the shell burst and making corrections accordingly.

Two basic shell types were used. Up to a range of 3,000 metres and bursting 5-6m above the ground, the Robin time shell dispersed 300 twelve gram shrapnel bullets and over 100 shell fragments over a horizontal parabolic arc some 25 metres wide 200 metres in length, enough theoretically to cause 50% casualties against a company of standing infantry arranged in close order.
 Against dispersed infantry on the move or targets whose exact position were unknown, the regulation procedure was "progressive fire" by means of a rafale, or "shell storm", produced by a battery firing a series of salvoes over a long bracket, altering the elevation by small increments, so as to sweep an area 100 metres wide and hundreds of metres deep with an equal density of fire, all in a matter of seconds. Infantry forced to halt and lie down by such fire could then be ranged and engaged on a short bracket, with equally devastating results. But against troops in cover, sheltering behind walls, in buildings, entrenchments or behind the steel shields of their artillery pieces, the effect was practically nil. In such cases, the recourse was to a 5.2 Kg high explosive shell. Against entrenched troops at medium ranges, the aim was to ricochet the shell a short distance from the target so that it would burst with maximum effect just above the trench by means of a short delay percussion fuse.
 As such shells were too light to destroy well prepared defences, the hope was to force the defenders deeper into their shelters for sufficient time to allow the infantry to reach assault distance.

The devastating potential of the new guns, and their limitations, would pose whole new set of intractable tactical and operational dilemmas. 

The Development of a New Artillery Doctrine

Although Langlois had anticipated many of the tactical requirements of the new guns, the experience of manoeuvres and, more crucially, of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905 were to call the efficiency of his formula for all-arms co-operation seriously into question. From around 1906 a trickle of studies began to appear in the military press which expressed the view that reliance upon vague indications about the general tactical situation coming from the general officer in command, or from what could be seen from the battery positions, were an inadequate means of ensuring real tactical liaison. Instead, they could well lead to the evolution of artillery fire patterns which had little to do with the real needs of the infantry battle. So much had at least been suspected by none other than Colonel Louis de Grandmaison in 1906 when he had made the tentative recommendation that specific batteries should be detailed for the support of separate infantry attacks.
 But going much further, in 1907 the Revue d'Infanterie published a 'brilliant' study which had been given as a conference paper by Chef de Bataillon Niessel to the officers of 20th Corps.
 Beginning with a discussion about the potentially devastating effects of modern artillery fire, Niessel pointed out that in the reality of the 'empty battlefield', with infantry hiding in trenches and batteries concealed often far behind the crest lines, all arms co-operation would have to be extremely well organised if it was really going to be effective. Given the extent of modern battle fronts, it would simply be impossible for the operational command to direct the details of this liaison or even to get its orders across the beaten zone. Moreover, little, in effect, would be apparent from the distant battery positions, and it was therefore essential that artillery observers were sent right up towards the firing line to find out exactly what was happening. Lastly, to ensure that they co-operated effectively, there would also have to be some sort of local command control over the liasing infantry and artillery units.

Here, potentially, was a powerful new doctrine which held out the possibility of greatly enhanced all-arms co-operation upon the battlefield. Prospects for its adoption by the army were radically improved by the appointment in 1907 of General Alexandre Percin to the newly created post of Inspecteur Générale de l'Instruction du Tir de l'Artillerie de Campagne by Radical War Minister General Picquart, with the mission of standardising artillery firing procedures across the scattered regional artillery firing ranges.
 In a series of reports and publications Percin pointed out that the existing field command procedures, training facilities and doctrine of the artillery were ill-suited to the task of providing effective artillery support for the other arms.
 Like Niessel, the General believed this would never be forthcoming unless existing procedures were supplemented by direct communications between the infantry and artillery units taking part in the same operation, which he termed liaison par le bas, and temporarily placed under the same (in practice, the relevant infantry) command. In his memoirs, Percin claimed that he had discovered this principle while still a young captain at the Battle of Josnes on 9 December 1870. An American, Colonel Bürr-Porter, had asked Percin to use his guns in co-operation with an infantry attack on a farmhouse on the enemy line, claiming that such momentary tactical combinations had been common practice during the American Civil War. Percin had accordingly gone up to the firing line and conferred with the local battalion commander about which targets he wished to be bombarded. Two hours later the objective was captured, this 'temporary tactical grouping' (groupement momentée) was dissolved and Percin returned his guns to their battery where they resumed the artillery battle.
 

Percin's efforts to gain official acceptance for his views were rewarded by a succession of General Staff notes and instructions, culminating with the Ministerial Circular of 10 March 1910 on the manoeuvres of 1909, which in two key passages laid down the basis for all-arms liaison to be practised in the future. On the formation of 'temporary tactical groupings', the circular called upon those directing manoeuvres in the future to make a particular point of the injunction that 

Troops of all arms momentarily taking part in the same mission, on the field of battle, must obey the same commander. The judicious organisation of these temporary commands, entrusted to commanders well orientated about the over-all situation, constitutes both the most effective means of command control and the only sure guarantee of arms liaison.
 

Further on, it specified that 

It the duty of a commander disposing of both infantry and artillery to ensure arms liaison by directly informing the artillery about his mission as often as the situation requires. If it is a question of supporting an attack [the artillery must be told]: the objective of this attack; the troops to whom it is entrusted and the dispositions adopted by their commander; the known or presumed emplacements of the enemy batteries. If co-operating in the defence: the position to be held; the zones within which the enemy infantry advance must be prevented; the dispositions adopted by friendly troops and what is known of the enemy.

The autumn manoeuvres in Picardy in 1910 were to be the first test of the army's progress in this direction, with Percin himself acting as Chief Umpire for the artillery. If in the event the army was shown to be a long way from fully understanding or implementing liaison par le bas, it was also fairly clear that this formula was not going to provide the universal panacea for the problem of tactical co-operation claimed by General Percin.

The Picardy Manoeuvres of 1910

An examination of the manoeuvres of 1910 provides an intriguing snapshot of the French army's pre-war tactical effectiveness, not only from the artillery point of view, but in terms of the whole operational system as understood and practised up to that date; after all, Colonel de Grandmaison's famous deux conférences, long held to be the disastrous beginning of the offensive à outrance in French military thinking, delivered at the Centre des Hauts Études Militaires in February 1911, were a direct repercussion.
 The two army corps taking part would be experimenting with the new thirty-battery (120 gun) establishment,
 finally approved after prolonged deliberations beginning in 1905 in response to the massive expansion of the artillery in Germany.
 But from the viewpoint of the press and public, the most sensational feature was the inclusion for the first time of eight aircraft,
 which promised to challenge the traditional scouting and reconnaissance functions of the cavalry and advance guards. New rules allowed umpires to impose strict adherence to the ministerial circular of 3 March, with powers to penalise infantry units which failed to secure proper artillery support.
 Some 60,000 men were scheduled to take part, divided into two armies each comprising an army corps of five brigades and a cavalry division.

When it was all over Percin summed up his long and extremely detailed analysis, compiled directly from the battery firing records, with a mournful catalogue of the mistakes and omissions which had occurred during the six days of the manoeuvres. The artillery, it would seem, had hardly put a foot right. At no point had anyone thought to apply the obvious (and explicitly recommended) procedure of issuing identical orders to artillery and infantry units engaged in the same mission, detailing the objectives and the troops to be involved. Instead, false, misleading or incomplete information was almost routine. One result was that on three different occasions the artillery ended up firing on their own troops; was only narrowly diverted from doing so on a fourth; and on a fifth sheaves of corn were mistaken for the enemy and subjected to bombardment: all which said a lot about claims from artillerymen that liaison par le vue would guarantee that the artillery would always hit the right targets. More often than not the root cause was the failure to put the guns in touch with the local infantry commander, who (theoretically) was likely to be the most informed about the developing situation.

Endemic confusion about command, however, led to inextricable tangles about which local or higher commanders were in control of which groups and batteries at any one time. This was most likely to occur as new batteries were brought up to reinforce the existing gun line by commanders further up the chain of command; the accumulated artillery masses thus ended up under multiple commanders with overlapping jurisdictions. Percin, however, provided little advice about how to avoid such a situation beyond demanding that senior commanders exercise the closest supervision of the evolving command structure and slotted in any extra batteries accordingly. The situation was certainly not being helped by the tendency of senior artillery officers to wander off amongst the gun lines issuing contradictory orders instead of remaining closely tied to their corps and divisional commanders. Deprived of 'authentic' information from the firing lines, the stereotyped response of the gunners was to divide up the horizon into 'zones of observation' in the traditional manner and allow the battery commanders to select their own targets. Moreover, even when provided with a definite Counter Battery or “Infantry Battery” role for the close or distant defence or in the preparation of an attack, battery commanders could not cure themselves of the habit of unilaterally deciding to unleash sudden rafales against tempting concentrations of troops elsewhere, thereby abandoning the often prolonged and altogether much less exciting tactical missions to which they had been assigned.

Nevertheless, reviewing the overall results, of the 59 major attacks which had taken place, on only 5 occasions had no artillery support been forthcoming whatsoever, mainly due to the inability of the command to move batteries up to the right spot in time, while on other sectors masses of guns remained unutilised. On 16 occasions the guns had received only 'zones of surveillance', within which they could select targets at will, instead of clearly defined targets or attack objectives, while in 7 other cases orders had indicated objectives other than those actually being attacked. Discounting the 4 occasions when only CB fire had been attempted, and the further 4 incidents of near or actual firing on friendly troops, for 39% of the time (23 out of 59 attacks) infantry and artillery objectives had coincided, a considerable improvement on previous years. However, Percin estimated that in almost three-quarters of these cases the command had failed to provide all the information which would have allowed full tactical liaison between the participating units. Thus, for only 12% of the time could full liaison par le bas and liaison par le haut be said to have been even potentially in operation.

The inescapable conclusion, backed up by extensive anecdotal evidence, was that the army was still a long way from fully accepting or understanding the full rationale behind the 'new doctrine'. An undoubtedly 'safe' appointment from a Radical Republican point of view, Percin was possibly one of the last people to be selected in view of promoting harmonious doctrinal unity in the artillery. His writings suggest a particularly sarcastic and pedantic character, but perhaps not the least of the barriers to the success of his ideas resulted from the fact that the General's own personal standing and authority in the army had been ruined as a result of the Affaire des Fiches a few years earlier. Percin had been revealed as one of the principal artisans of  Radical War Minister General André's Masonic spy network over the officer corps while serving as his chief of staff at the war ministry; compromise was completed when he was exposed for trying to use similar methods to investigate his subordinates while holding the prestigious Parisian command of 7th Division in 1904. Personal snubs from his peers and ugly reactions from the crowd on public occasions had followed.
 Percin himself, however, blamed the 'particularism' of certain École Polytéchnique-trained artillery officers, known for their traditional disdain of the meagre intellectual pretensions of their infantry brethren, for opposition to any suggestion that the artillery was 'subordinate' to the infantry on the battlefield. Colonel Dumézil, director of the central Practical Firing Course at Mailly, is said to have led the opposition.
 In an article entitled 'La révolte de l'Artillerie' appearing in the French Press in 1911, he was quoted as saying that 'The artillery is an arm complete in itself, with its own offensive power, which is capable, in certain cases, of carrying out the wishes of the command without having to make itself subservient (se mettre à la remorque) to the other arms';
 this made public a doctrinal split with General Percin which scandalised the current war minister Alexandre Messimy
 and eventually required Dumézil's removal to another command to prevent the further sabotage of Percin's attempts to introduce a measure of combined arms training at Mailly.
 

Arms particularism or resentment of the General's left-wing political entanglements do not account, however, for all the opposition to liaison par le bas. There were real and convincing reasons for scepticism. One of the main objections contained in an article in the Journal des Sciences Militaires, a critique which earned the author (an infantryman) warm personal congratulations from Generals Franchet d'Esperey, Langlois, Maunoury, Lanrezac and Bonnal,
 was that command confusion would be the inevitable consequence of trying to fit such a 'lateral' system of command across the strictly 'vertical' command structure of the army corps and division.
 Indeed, Percin himself consistently condemned incidents of liaisons arranged between subordinate infantry and artillery units which did not go through the proper hierarchical 'channels', and thus added to the rigidity of his complex procedure which already required the utmost care and exactitude from all the participants.

Also disliked were the strong 'progressive pressure' implications of the system. For example, Percin stood almost alone in praising what had appeared to other commentators to be the retention of excessively large artillery reserves by General Picquart's Red force throughout the 1910 manoeuvres.
 After all, liaison par le bas was supposed to be the best means of ensuring that the artillery received 'authentic' information about the mission objectives. Since, as classic theory held, no such information could be obtained without the active engagement of the infantry in order to test and provoke the enemy defences, it followed that substantial artillery support and the whole cumbersome system of interconnecting liaisons could only come into operation after the infantry battle and the enemy artillery response had begun. For Percin, any artillery deployment, reinforcement or the à priori allocation of artillery units to subordinate commands before accurate intelligence had been received was to be condemned as utterly premature.

The concepts of 'mission priority' and 'permanence' were closely related themes. In effect, a version of auftragstactik was being proposed. For Percin, decisions about when and where the guns were to be deployed must above all depend upon the requirements of the mission. For example, if effective support of the infantry could only be achieved from exposed battery positions, then so be it. But once the necessary artillery 'tasks' had been decided, it was of the utmost importance that they be adhered to until the mission had been fulfilled since enemy batteries would only remain silenced and infantry 'neutralised' within their entrenchments at the cost of slow, continuous shelling, supplemented by intense bombardment just before the attack pushed home.
 Unfortunately, the selection of these missions was also expected to be a lengthy process given that the material means of liaison, at this time most likely to be attempted by mounted estafettes relaying messages from artillery observers sent forward with the firing lines, were recognised even by Percin as likely to be slow and extremely unreliable under fire.

For critics, the seemingly dominant features of Percin's system were thus extreme slowness in execution;
 enormous potential command confusion as orders and information went astray and higher units were added on to lesser ones; great difficulty in recovering the artillery once handed over to the infantry for a particular 'mission'; difficulty in establishing inter-locking fields of fire, exploiting opportunities for enfilading fire or co-ordinating the fire of disparate groups against the same targets (all theoretically easier to arrange by central control);
 and, above all, extreme parsimony in the amount of artillery that would ever be released for the support of given attacks, and its potentially very risky engagement by successive segments.
 The counter-doctrine of Commandant Fayolle's lectures at the École Supérieure de Guerre,
 which called for the early and massive employment of the artillery in the encounter battle under firm central control, might well look much more convincing in the face of the well known German doctrinal preference for acting likewise.
 In a striking example of his distance from such a conception, Percin even proposed that the thirty battery organisation for the army corps would be surplus to requirements. Huge masses of guns and their cumbersome ammunition trains were simply not required under his scenario of carefully selected fire missions, and might constitute more of a burden to the already wearisome length of the marching columns and even an obstruction on the battlefield.

Unfortunately, doctrinal controversy does not seem to have decreased during the course of 1911. The circumstances surrounding the publication of the Provisional Artillery Regulations of 8 September 1910 provides a classic instance of the baneful consequences of a general staff and war ministry administration composed of a myriad of competing arms directions and technical committees. Percin complained that the new regulations had been manufactured at the behest of the Artillery Direction in the war ministry and had received the ministerial go-ahead without first acquiring the proper Superior War Council (where Percin held a seat), General Staff or Artillery Committee approval. Despite clauses requiring the closest possible liaison between infantry and artillery units participating in the same tactical mission, the new regulations once more placed the speed, safety and convenience of battery deployment above 'mission priority'. It was also declared that the 'absolute subordination' of artillery units within infantry controlled Temporary Tactical Groupings was henceforth only to be allowed under the 'exceptional' case of attacks which took place beyond the view of the divisional commander.
 In the gleeful opinion one of Percin's more vociferous opponents, such conditions meant that liaison par le bas between individual batteries and battalions was now effectively a dead letter.
 To his evident dismay, Percin received indications from a number of generals that artillery officers were citing these as reasons for refusing to obey instructions that 'subordinated' them to the infantry.

Indeed, doctrinal differences on the issue were rife throughout the military hierarchy. General Chomer thought that group commanders in 16th Corps were adopting a stereotypical approach to mission designation, typically naming one of their batteries for infantry support and two for counter-battery work. In the General's opinion, all the batteries should have been constantly ready to 'vary their objectives according to the needs of their infantry, depending on whether it is the enemy infantry or artillery which has halted its progression,' which looks much closer to Langlois' 'opportunistic' approach than to Percin's mission-oriented system.
 In 1911 Joffre found 13th Corps (Percin's old command) to be well versed in liaison techniques, thanks partly the proximity of artillery and infantry units in the Clermont region, although less so in 25th Division which only got the chance for combined arms training in its brief annual divisional manoeuvres.
 By 1913 Dubail found the same troops to be split down the middle between partisans of action en masse, as endorsed by the new field regulations of 1913 and the previous inspector, General Ruffey,
 and tenacious devotees of the (much more 'Percinesque') theory of 'progressive deployment'.

In the manoeuvres of 1910 and 1911, the response of some commanders to the apparently contradictory requirements of good arms liaison and rapid deployment had been to delegate the artillery to temporary all-arms commands before-hand. General Joffre, Chief of the General Staff from 1911 went along largely with Percin's own views on the subject in his comments on the manoeuvres of that year by declaring that this was an abuse which amounted to the 'abandonment' of responsibility by the high command, removed its ability to intervene (with the engagement of new forces) in the later stages of the battle, led to the deployment of the guns in the wrong place and deprived any of the attacks of massed artillery support.
 Writing about the 1910 manoeuvres, Langlois had already gone much further by implying that it was the concept of the Temporary Tactical Grouping itself which had been one of the main culprits. 'The battlefield should not be cut up into distinct slices within which each grouping acts as it sees fit; it is the job of the Command to strike at a selected point with the maximum possible power,' he wrote, and almost certainly referring to Percin, he continued with the statement that 'Our artillery has been misdirected for some time...it is of the utmost importance that we return to sound doctrines based on the test-bed of war'.
 By 1913, such thinking had converted General Galliéni to the point of seemingly abandoning a Percinesque conception of the artillery battle altogether. Reviewing the performance of 3rd, 4th and 9th Corps, he concluded in the by now conventional manner that the à priori allocation of batteries below divisional level risked placing the troops in a distinct position of inferiority versus an enemy who massed his guns; but going further he also decided that 'progressive deployment' was all too likely to conclude in successive destruction. Just as Percin's critics had concluded, he declared that what was required was the prompt arrival of all the guns at the same time, under the general control of the GOC division and the detailed command of the colonel commanding the divisional artillery.
 This from a man who had at one time had considered it too risky to allocate any guns at all to divisional advance guards for fear that they would be destroyed before they had had time to unlimber.

Percin demanded that the war minister 'put an end to this anarchy'.
 But as British military observers noted in 1912, this was to be achieved by the effective abandonment of liaison par le bas instead of its more vigorous enforcement.
 The regulations of 1913/1914 merely set the seal on a process which amounted to following the line of least resistance. In effect, the army possessed neither the technological and organisational infrastructure, nor the necessary doctrinal 'environment' ever to implement it properly. It should also be remembered, however, that Percin's liaison system could never be a complete or even the best possible answer to the numerous difficulties confronting effective infantry support in the attack. A crowd of technical questions, rather than an obsession with the offensive as such, enter the picture and also help to explain why the French artillery were to prove so inefficient in 1914.

Battery firing techniques, which sought to maximise the speed and efficiency of artillery fire by treating the battery as a single tactical unit, allowing the battery commander to command and direct its fire almost as if it were a single gun, had been developed during the 1880s.
 With the introduction of the 75, equipped with indirect sights, the generalised adoption of defiladed battery positions behind a crest line also became possible. Nonetheless, against what would probably be only momentarily visible mobile infantry and cavalry targets, the preferred option had been to find the range for each individual gun by direct observation from the piece in order to ensure maximum fire effectiveness. Practices such as this, however, which continued to expose some of the guns to enemy observation, had contributed to the defeat of the Russians during the artillery duels on the Yalu and at the Battle of Telissu in 1904.
 One of Percin's primary missions as Artillery Inspector had been to persuade the gunners that battery concealment and effective ranging against 'animate' targets were not necessarily incompatible.
 The pivotal importance of the battery captain's command role, however, remained unaffected, and if anything the old maxim that the captain must remain close enough to the guns to maintain the direct voice control and discipline required to make indirect battery firing procedures work found renewed justification. 

This would add to the already extensive tactical limitations of the 75, a flat trajectory gun which could not reach the deeply defiladed positions available to 'curved-firing' howitzers. Its material effectiveness against troops sheltering behind their gun-shields, entrenchments or within the interior of built-up areas was recognised as being almost nil. What it could do, however, was to 'neutralise' the occupying forces by forcing them deeper within their cover. Sallies from the defenders might be deterred by means of slow, continuous shelling. But, quite logically, Langlois and others had concluded long-since that the intense bombardment of such targets, needed to really suppress their fire, could only be a cost-effective use of ammunition while the infantry were actually attacking them. Moreover, the very fact that the infantry were attacking, it was affirmed, would force the enemy to react and thus reveal his positions, providing tangible artillery targets on the otherwise bewilderingly empty battlefields of the future.
 Such a conception had the advantage of slotting neatly into the 'progressive pressure' or 'reconnaissance by fighting' logic of French operational doctrine. Reports of spectacular but entirely ineffective 'preparatory' artillery bombardments in the Boer and Russo-Japanese Wars, conducted before any hard information about were the enemy was actually hiding had been obtained, also lent a lot of support to this view. Hence the notorious declaration of the 1914 infantry regulations that 'the artillery no longer prepares attacks but supports them'.
 And as if this was not limiting enough, thanks to their flat trajectory and the risk of short-falls, it was also widely assumed that the guns would have to lengthen their fire beyond the immediate objective as soon as the infantry reached within 400 metres or so in order to avoid hitting their own troops; this is not an insignificant distance for infantry engaged in an unequal fire-fight to cross.

From the point of view of the gun itself, there were further problems. Equipped as it was with only a nineteen degree maximum elevation,
 the number of possible defiladed battery positions was restricted by the necessity of ensuring that the shells could clear the covering terrain mass. As British military observers noted in 1908, if the controlling battery commander had to remain close to his guns, this would further limit the possible emplacements to the rather predictable location of just behind the crest line; sufficient to conceal 'a man on foot' or a 'man on a horse', perhaps, but liable to show up the gun flashes.
 In addition, a line of distinctive individual silhouettes appearing just above the crest, formed by the battery commanders as they perched on observation ladders or caissons in order to see their targets, might also serve to give away the approximate gun emplacements.
 Still worse, as noted in 1906, the presence of intervening hills, woods or buildings preventing the direct observation of the target from somewhere close to the battery position could mean that the artillery could not provide reliable fire at all,
 without, at least, risking a potentially perilous change of position. Moreover, even with the aid of binoculars the fall of shot could not be accurately observed much beyond the range of 4,000 metres, with the result that battery commanders could only utilise only about half of the 75's maximum tabulated range (with high explosive shell) of 8,500 metres.

The use of distant observers connected by telephone to the battery, pioneered during the Russo-Japanese war, seemed to provide many of the answers. French artillery officers, however, remained sceptical. Although telephones were tardily introduced, the design of the 1908 model telephone equipment managed to be both bulky and unreliable. Batteries and heavy metal supporting forks were required to power amplification circuits and to provide the absolutely stable anchorage needed for the transmitting and receiving microphones if anything at all was to be heard.
 Supplies of wire were miserly to the say the least. In 1913, each battery disposed of two micro-telephones and only one 500m bobbin of wire, while each group had only double this amount (credits for the purchase of extra wire and telephones were not voted until the very eve of hostilities).
 They were also rather fragile; the slightest kink left in the wires while running them out often led to breakage, using up scarce training stocks and eating in to what were meant to be the active service supplies.
 In some cases, such was the pace of movement in the exercises that the troops did not even bother to make repairs.
 Few were convinced that reliable fire direction could be supplied by battery commanders from the end of such uncertain communications. To begin with, there was often little confidence that inexperienced lieutenants would be able to take over very effectively should the captain be killed, wounded or cut-off.
 There was also a tactical drawback in that the 'deep defiladed' positions which now became possible, far behind the covering mass, could have the effect of creating vast areas of 'dead ground' on the forward slopes running from the covering crest line, inaccessible to the flat-trajectory shells of the 75. A fairly late convert to the merits of telephone-linked distant observers, Percin concluded with his familiar brand of remorseless, acerbic logic that the only solution was to replace the entire artillery with light-to-medium howitzers.

In 1908 British observers rarely spotted artillery captains far enough away from their guns to require telephone communications. Characteristically, the equipment which was available was used in a higher command role by linking group commanders in the rear to the batteries.
 Not much evidence was seen of them thereafter. The Grand Duke Nicholas, leading the Russian military delegation at the manoeuvres of 1912, was dismayed by the continued lack of distant artillery observation posts.
 Thanks in large part, one suspects, to the influence of Percin himself, the German option of placing static, telephone-linked observation posts within view of the infantry lines was rejected in favour of sending artillery observers into direct contact with local infantry commanders;
 this, after all, was an integral part of the liaison par le bas. In the mobile phases of the offensive, when battalion commanders would be moving forward behind their men, there would therefore be little prospect of using essentially immobile telephone equipment to connect the infantry with the artillery. In the absence of a commonly agreed signalling system between the two arms, recourse was made to the rather uncertain expedient of runners and mounted estafettes as the material agents of liaison.
 Under such conditions, the viability of Percin's whole system was called seriously into doubt.

Percin did nothing to advance his case by fudging the issue. 'Two units practiced in operating together, and inculcated with the necessity for material liaison, will find a way of corresponding,' he declared rather hopefully.
 A popular view was that if real material liaison remained problematic, there was always the old stand-by of 'moral liaison', a sort of instinctive co-operation supposedly brought about by common understanding and doctrine. Analysing real battlefield conditions during the Russo-Japanese War, Colonel Cordonnier went so far as to conclude that telephones, signalling lamps or any other material means of liaison had and would continue to break down in practice. 'In war,' he wrote, 'the only real connection is that which results from orders expressing a clear tactical idea in terms of a doctrine common to all the troops concerned. When infantry spend months in studying signalling systems in barracks, it is wasting its time'.
 Herein, however, lay the nub of the matter. There were very few opportunities, outside of the brief annual autumn manoeuvres, and sometimes not even then, for infantry and artillery units to practice together. For safety reasons, live rounds could not be fired over the heads of infantry units when in training. Hence the sort of pointless spectacle witnessed by General Menestrel at Châlons in 1912, where four squadrons and seventeen battalions of 6th Corps were assembled to watch thirty two batteries fire live rounds for three hours; only afterwards could the troops who were supposed to be conducting the combat d'usure be rushed forward to their hypothetical positions, and the decisive attack went in without even the sound of blank firing in order to make absolutely sure that nobody was injured.
 The thin, cover-less (but not all that long) artillery firing ranges acquired with reforming zeal during the 1870s were often scarcely adequate for anything more than battery firing practice, and not at all suitable for combined training;
 nor, for that matter, were the general run of local training grounds or the distribution of units in scattered provincial garrisons across France.
 For example, despite the enthusiasm of the 1st Artillery Brigade, where liaisons were continually stressed, practise was severely hampered by the fact that the entire brigade was garrisoned together at Douai with no nearby infantry units.
 In 1911, General Galliéni warned that the 'élite' three divisions of the Colonial Corps were particularly badly off in this respect: although the widely separated brigades were usually able to take part in manoeuvres with metropolitan troops, the recent Moroccan expedition had severely disrupted the training schedule and the artillery was so dispersed as to be barely able to practice together, let alone with their own infantry. Not surprisingly, there was little 'homogeneity' in the tactical instruction of different regiments and in general terms, despite the good will of all concerned, 'the infantry engaged without troubling themselves about the support which the artillery might be able to give them'.
 Mistakes of the type seen in the manoeuvres of 1910 were therefore common. For example, in 1911 Galliéni reported that the artillery of 14th Corps 'was either not or insufficiently informed about the missions with which it was charged. It was often unaware, if not of the objective, at least of the troops to whom it had been assigned as well as the dispositions adopted by their commander. In the defense, it had only a very incomplete knowledge of the dispositions adopted by the friendly troops'. Orders had not been framed in the form of actual mission assignments, Temporary Tactical Groupings had not been attempted, and in general terms the 'manoeuvrability' of the artillery seemed on the decline. Shortages in the active cadres, in horses and in suitable training grounds near the garrisons made this all too understandable.
 The extent of this latter problem for the army as a whole is evident from the fact that it was only in 1910 that a full thirty batteries could be mustered for each corps (and none at all for the extra contingents), and that in this and in later years groups from non-organic regiments had to be included to make up the numbers.

The fundamental flaw of Percin's 'new doctrine', and one by no means avoided by many of his critics, was its failure to break out beyond the traditional conceptual framework of the encounter battle. Instead, it was repeated and reinforced. For 'the author of Le Combat,' wrote Émile Mayer, 'the episodes of this battle would unroll following an unchanging rhythm, determined by the force of circumstance. This is why he successively studied “in the chronological order in which they present themselves, the various operations which go together to make up a complete action of war: the march of the columns, the making of contact by the cavalry, the engagement of the advance guards, the engagement of the main body and that of the reserves.”'
 It was evident to his contemporaries, however, that the intricacies of liaison par le bas would impose a completely different physiognomy upon the battle, more akin to that of the defensive or static warfare than to the rapidly executed manoeuvres required for the encounter. Percin's insistence that fire directed onto the right place and at the right time was more important than mere fire volume, and his irritable contention that 'the offensive has never aspired to inflict greater loss on the enemy than are suffered by the attacking troops,' since absolute fire superiority was not to be hoped for by the assailant, showed his sensitivity to such charges.
 Essentially, this was to admit that some artillery firepower, in quantitative terms, would have to be sacrificed in favour of an alleged 'qualitative' improvement, at least during the preparatory stages. Such a conception seemed wholly inapposite at a time when the traditional encounter battle model itself, as envisaged in the Field Service Regulations of 1895, was itself being called into question, precisely because of its 'progressive pressure' implications. However, an examination of the operational procedures employed during the Battle of the Frontiers reveals that the basic flaws in the model were never satisfactorily resolved.

The Test of Battle: The Battle of the Frontiers, 1914
The example I have chosen to illustrate the mechanics of French operational doctrine in practice is that of 4th Corps during the Battle of the Frontiers. Mobilised on August 2nd, it was involved in one of the first serious encounters of the war at Mangiennes on August 10th, a combat which provoked the first of Joffre's "tactical instructions" which have done so much to convince historians of an almost total lack of tactical common sense in the French army.
 Subsequently, it was involved in a classic encounter battle at the villages of Virton and Ethe during III and IV Army's offensive push into the Ardennes on August 22nd. Although the commander, General Boëlle retained his command, both General de Trentinian, commanding 7th Division, and General Lartigue, commanding 8th Division, were subsequently sacked for incompetence.

A French army corps usually consisted of two divisions. Under the immediate command of the corps commander were the corps troops, consisting of a reserve infantry brigade acting as line of communications guards, a company of engineers, four squadrons of cavalry and the corps artillery regiment, organised into four 12-gun groups. Various other ancillary troops were also attached to the corps, such as ammunition trains, medical services and so on. The divisions each comprised two brigades, each of two regiments of three battalions, making a total of twelve battalions to the division. Also attached to a division were a company of engineers, a squadron of cavalry and the 36-gun divisional artillery regiment organised into three groups of three, 4-gun batteries. The engineers carried bridging equipment, entrenching tools and explosives to aid the infantry in crossing obstacles and constructing fortifications, and were therefore usually found well forward with the advance guards and the heads of the main columns. It can be seen from this organisation that two-fifths of the corps' artillery firepower was reserved under the command of the corps commander, to be employed solely according to his discretion. 

Late on August 21st, 1914, 4th Corps was ordered to continue its northward advance into the Belgian Ardennes. Starting positions for 7th Division and 8th Division were Gomery and Virton respectively. To attain their objectives it was necessary to traverse a thick belt of forest running along an east-west axis a few kilometres north of the starting points; a difficult and dangerous operation in the presence of the enemy, which had been signalled by various small encounters with scattered cavalry patrols and occasional infantry detachments during the day. The scarcity of good roads and the compartmentalization of the terrain by regions of forest meant that the two divisional columns were likely to find effective liaison and cooperation very difficult to achieve on the twenty kilometre march. 

On the right of General Boëlle's 4th Corps, General de Trentinian's 7th Division was to be preceded by a regulation advance guard consisting of one infantry regiment, one group of the divisional artillery (12 guns) the divisional company of engineers and the divisional cavalry squadron. Led by the cavalry, the column was due to set out from Gomery towards Ethe and the forest beyond at 4.30 a.m. One and a quarter hours later the main body was to follow, made up of the rest of the infantry, the corps and divisional artillery, and corps engineers. The whole column was to be preceded by the corps cavalry, four squadrons of the 14th Hussars, supported by a battalion of infantry. 

7th Division's order of march on 22nd August, 1914 is an absolutely typical example of the organisation of infantry divisions into advance guards and main bodies in the opening French offensives. Exactly according to the regulations, the advance guard was to be directed personally by the divisional commander, General de Trentinian; only Trentinian had the authority to order the main body, left under the control of one of his brigade commanders, to come to the aid of the advance guard as and when he judged it necessary. 

The subsequent turn of events are all the more interesting in that Trentinian did not like the nature of the terrain through which he was being ordered to advance. The road from his starting position at Gomery ran north and descended sharply into the valley of the river Tonne, turning left in the village of Ethe and following the length of the river valley through thickly wooded country for several kilometres. Sending the division along such a narrow defile presented acute risks along large sections of the march. His response was to deduct two battalions from the main body to act as flank guards. One, with a troop of cavalry to act as scouts, was sent on a parallel march on the right flank of the division; the other was to establish itself north of the little village of Ethe to protect the division's left flank as it turned to follow the direction of the river valley.

Unfortunately for Trentinian, things started to go awry from the start. The morning of the 22nd of August was shrouded by thick fog, causing an hour's delay before the division could be assembled. The 14th Hussars had marched straight forward to Ethe without bothering to pick up the infantry battalion detailed to support them. A small body of enemy cavalry was encountered just south of the village, but was quickly brushed aside and chased off. The remaining contingent then quickly passed through the village and headed north-east up the valley. But they hadn't got very far before they were abruptly halted by violent rifle fire coming from the surrounding woods. Sometime around 0600 hours the attached battalion arrived and began to gradually push forward its platoons in support of the beleaguered cavalry, who by this time had been forced to take shelter behind a railway embankment just north of the village. Despite this limited cover, the 14th Hussars were already suffering heavy casualties. In accordance with official regulations, their commander, Colonel Hauteclocque, attempted to charge in dispersed order with part of his command in order to discover the exact whereabouts of the enemy in the fog. All but one of the accompanying horsemen were either killed or wounded, including Hauteclocque himself. By 0730 there was no option but to beat a hasty retreat back into Ethe, just in time to meet the leading battalions of the advance guard, which had finally arrived after repeated delays. The corps cavalry took no further part in the battle, continuing their retreat southwards.

The arrival of the advance guard, however did not improve the situation. It was another hour and a half before it had been fully deployed to the north and north-west of the village. Unfortunately, part of the accompanying group of artillery was quickly destroyed while still in colonne de route by the German 77 field gun and 105 howitzer shells that suddenly began to bombard the position. The surviving guns deployed and came into action as best they could, seeking shelter in the dead ground provided by the village on the valley bottom. 7th Division's advance guard had certainly managed to find the enemy. In fact it had bumped into the 10th German Infantry Division, itself marching due south towards Ethe. Within a short space of time a brigade from the German 13th Corps started to attack from the east, enclosing its garrison in a semi-circle of fire. Trentinian's flanking battalion had reached the village of Bleid when it was suddenly overwhelmed by the equivalent of 5 German battalions emerging suddenly out of the fog, and was virtually annihilated.
 There was now no longer any question of "attacking" and "fixing" the enemy, but of grimly holding on until the main body came up. Unfortunately, it never arrived.

7th Division's main body advanced no further than the edges of a small wood, the jeune bois, which lay between Gomery and Ethe. Throughout the morning Trentinian sent a series of messengers to speed the main body’s advance, but to no avail. The reason is not difficult to discover. In his situation report to General Boëlle, the commander of 13th Brigade, Colonel Lacotte, reported that his infantry was unable to get further than the edges of the wood as it was being swept by German artillery. His own artillery, unable to deploy north of the trees for the same reason, was not able to locate the enemy battery positions and provide effective counter-fire. Meanwhile, at about noon, Trentinian decided to abandon the village with his staff in order to regain the main body and personally direct its counter-attack. The exodus had to be conducted in ones and twos as by this time the German artillery had complete control over the southern approaches to the village.
When Trentinian arrived in Gomery he discovered elements of the 101st Infantry and learned to his amazement that his main body had been ordered to retreat, abandoning the advance guard to its fate. His response was to order the 101st to attack immediately with the support of two groups of divisional artillery which had been stationed nearby, but which had not fired due to lack of orders and uncertainty about the enemy's positions amongst the woods and valleys of the region. The attack failed before it had started, being diverted into a defensive action against a German infantry regiment which had managed to infiltrate the three kilometre gap separating 7th Division from 8th Division to the west. Left to its own devices, the advance guard conducted a desperate defence of Ethe, with several episodes of street fighting, until the survivors were able to slip away under cover of night. One estimate is that 7th Division suffered about 5,300 casualties, or about a third its effective strength.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the woods to the west in Virton, events had been turning out quite differently. 8th Division, had ordered the 130th Infantry to form an advance guard. As with 7th Division, the march forward was delayed by the fog. As it cleared the crest of the hill near Bellevue farm, it was halted by enemy fire coming from the edges of the forest to the north. The three battalions were successively engaged, and were soon joined by the rest of 15th Brigade coming up from the main body . It was still some three hours, however, before two groups of the divisional artillery had been deployed in support, with one group still held in reserve, and the attack failed. 

The subsequent course of the battle follows a familiar pattern. Forced to retreat after their failed attack, the division was rallied to the south. Finally all the artillery was able to come into action, and in the late afternoon a successful counter-attack was launched by the 117th Infantry, which drove the enemy back into the forest to the North. But 8th Division had not managed to advance as had originally been intended, and had suffered grievous casualties. In 4th Corps' report to III Army at the end of the day, it is clear that the battalions of the advance guard had come off worst.


4th Corps' disastrous performance at Virton-Ethe can be attributed to a number of factors. Of major importance was the fact that the German 105 field howitzers, an integral part of the German divisional artillery, were in a much better position to supply effective fire support in the hilly, forested region of the Ardennes than the French 75's. Also the retention of such a large proportion of the available artillery under the corps commander meant that there was often a considerable delay before it could be effectively deployed. In 4th Corps' case the corps artillery regiment, the 44th, started the day as part of 7th Division's main body, but it was ever entirely engaged. During the afternoon Boëlle recalled it to support 8th Division at Virton, and it was eventually able to provide effective fire. Some batteries, however, never made it. One gunner of the 44th recounted that they spent the morning uselessly deployed south of Ethe without firing a shot, due to lack of orders or clear sight of the enemy, before being recalled over to 8th Division, but had not got halfway before being forced to join the general retreat towards the south.
 
The failure of corps artillery to come into action in time was matched by the slowness of even the divisional artillery to deploy in strength. The tardiness of the French artillery response once the encounter had begun can be partially attributed to the morning fog. However, it is undoubtedly the operational procedures themselves that were mostly responsible. As recommended in the regulations most of the divisional artillery was kept back with the main bodies, thus delaying the moment when they could enter into action. This may not have been of such crucial importance if the advance guards had been able to succeed in one of their primary tasks of fixing the enemy to his positions. Instead, the German columns, far from being "fixed" by the advance guards' attacks, continued there forward marches, outflanked and even surrounded the exposed advanced detachments and proceeded to attack the main bodies, who were also forced on to the defensive. It is this refusal by the opposing German columns to be fixed by the French advance guards which is one of the primary reasons for the dislocation and defeat of the French offensive into the Ardennes.

The combats at Virton and Ethe were marked by repeated infantry assaults. Combat reports from survivors of the encounter were not produced until several months later, and one suspects that the accounts given were partially informed by the subsequent fighting. Nevertheless, the overall picture is that the infantry battalions fought in dispersed formations. Maximum possible use was made of the available ground cover (woods, dead ground, terrain features, etc.) for concealment and protection from fire during the "approach march" towards the enemy infantry line. Repeated attempts were made to establish effective liaison with the artillery in the rear. In other words, everything possible was done to try and make the official tactical procedures work. But in the face of the enormous firepower of the enemy, official tactical procedures broke down very quickly indeed. The inexperience of the troops, for the most part under fire for the first time, is undoubtedly a factor, but it is not the whole story. The tactical procedures prescribed in the regulations were fundamentally flawed. Infantry sections, considered as the smallest tactical formation, contained 50-60 men and proved much too large to control effectively under fire when dispersed. The battalion machine-gun sections (two St-Etienne heavy machine guns), rifle sections and companies arrayed in supporting echelons could not reach or effectively support the skirmishing line in front. Pinned down or disorientated, with inadequate maps, they were engaged haphazardly, in the wrong direction or not at all. Officers at all levels could not maintain effective liaison and coordinate the action of their troops- attempts to do so exposed them to enormous risks and accounts for the disproportionately high officer casualties. Disorientation and uncertainty often led to a "flight towards the front", the units becoming inextricably intermixed and presenting sometimes dense clusters that were extremely vulnerable to artillery and machine gun fire. The bayonet assault rarely came close to success. The successful assault of the 117th late in the afternoon was only made after long hours spent prone in the open stubble fields, and there is the strong suspicion that the artillery had already succeeded in forcing the enemy retreat before the final charge went in.

On the Ardennes front, the disastrous defeats of the 17th and Colonial Corps, where advance guards were effectively encircled and destroyed at Bertrix and Rossignol, closely follow the events surrounding 7th Division at Ethe.
 Other formations tended to follow the pattern established by 8th Division of advance guards sent out in regulation reconnaissance missions getting themselves into difficulties in fierce fire fights, either being pinned down or forced to retreat before the main bodies had time to intervene. A very similar picture emerges from the operations in Lorraine, Alsace and even during the essentially defensive battle fought by V Army on the Sambre.

A constant feature is that of the slow, intermittent support offered by the artillery. The inexorable logic of the encounter battle ensured that the employment of batteries en masse was rarely the adopted solution. In a situation where the location of the enemy was largely unknown, the commander relied upon his advance guard to discover it. In circumstances such as these, there was a natural hesitation to deploy all the artillery form the beginning on the off-chance that the enemy would be discovered within range; if this proved not to be the case, there would be a considerable delay before the artillery could be got moving again. Consequently, at least part of the artillery was to be kept in harness and on the march, ready to intervene as rapidly as possible into the fray, but essentially after the engagement had begun. In 1914 this would naturally result in attacks being launched by advance guards with little or no artillery support in the early stages. Left in the rear, unable to see anything and without orders, a major portion of the artillery would be left to blaze away ineffectually at the landscape, if they fired at all. One of the fundamental problems facing French commanders in 1914 was that the principle of the advance guard, which aimed to reconnoitre to the enemy by fighting, was in basic contradiction to the principle of providing close and continuous artillery fire support from the beginning of the combat. Considerations such as these appear to be much more significant in explaining early French reverses than the more or less total German monopoly in long range heavy artillery; despite using planes for artillery spotting, German heavy guns lacked the precision, rate of fire or numbers in 1914 to silence the highly mobile and generally well concealed French field batteries. Relatively low French artillery casualties testify to this. In the early battles, guns were lost due to being over-run by German infantry as much as through heavy artillery action.

Many of the problems associated with French theory can be seen as applicable as much as to the practice of launching an attack directly from the column of march (supposedly elevated into a "system" by the elder Moltke) as to the system of employing an advance guard. An advance guard, after all, only constitutes the head of the advancing column, and the Germans suffered similar problems in this regard. The difference appears to be that whereas the Germans primarily relied upon a system of attempting to extend the firing line, once established, around the flanks of the enemy force, the French appear to have persisted with attempting to pierce the enemy line at the point it was first encountered and from the moment of contact. At first sight, this would appear to reflect the traditional distinction drawn between French theory, which always entertained the possibility of la percée, and the German doctrine which found its ultimate expression in the gigantic strategic flank march of the Schlieffen Plan.
 But once again, there was a certain inescapable logic to the shape of French attack that was not entirely foreseen by the writers of the regulations. Unlike the Germans, who instructed their advance detachments to halt and act defensively as soon as serious enemy resistance was encountered, the French insisted that their agents de sûreté should attack:- the undeniably rational justification was that the true strength of the enemy resistance could not be known unless it was seriously put to the test. In practical terms, the result could be that each element in the service de sûreté would advance up to its level of incompetence. This is precisely what happened at Ethe. Convinced that only weak cavalry patrols stood in their way, the 14th Hussars continued forward until fairly heavy infantry fire prevented them from going further. The estimate was therefore revised upwards, and the supporting battalion was gradually committed to the action. When it was found that more than a few infantry pickets were barring the way, the three battalions of the advance guard were successively engaged. Trentinian completed the progression with his repeated demands for the rapid arrival of the main body.

My purpose in this paper has been to try and show that command incompetence, technological and numerical inferiority or an unthinking attachment to the morally uplifting qualities of the offensive were not the only determining factors behind the French defeats of August 1914. French soldiers possessed a rather sophisticated theory of the offensive, and in most cases conscientiously tried to put it into affect. But even against very inferior numbers, as was the case particularly in Alsace, the limitations and internal logical contradictions of theory threw numerous difficulties in the way of success. Above all, advance guard operational tactics failed to take sufficient account of the insurmountable movement and communications limitations of the age. Only occasionally did the right combination of infantry and artillery action find themselves fortuitously in place and the assault actually succeed. The lack of frequent combined-arms training opportunities for many units (4th Corps was particularly affected in this regard), a stagnated high command, shortages in professional cadres, and the high proportion of reservists in even the active regiments left many units with a perhaps an uncertain grasp of tactical best practice. Pre-war estimates about the relative tactical proficiency of various units, however, did not predict which formations would fare best on the battlefield. Also the technological difference between the French and German armies was not as great as has sometimes been claimed.

Following reports of the Battle of the Frontiers, a series of instructions flowed from the French High Command in an attempt to prevent the worst tactical excesses. Above all was the insistence that the artillery was to act massively from the start of the action, to both prepare the infantry attack and support the actual assault. To aid the artillery, army commanders were instructed to release a portion of their air reconnaissance squadrons to act in an artillery spotting role. Attacks in future should be "methodical", in so far as the exigencies of the war of movement made that possible. At no stage, however, is there the explicit instruction to abandon the central premises behind the theory of the advance guards, and they are to be found throughout the Retreat, the Battle of the Marne and the advance to the Aisne, with the same attendant problems. A shift in tactical practice is, however, discernible. Units which had suffered the rude experience of the battlefield effectively suppressed any significant reconnaissance function for infantry units. Advances would be conducted slowly, premature deployments were no longer seen as quite so disadvantageous and the German rear guards would have generally little difficulty in protecting the retreat to the Aisne. But there was never any thorough analysis of the root causes of the early tactical impasse. The stabilisation of the front and trench warfare made considerations about the encounter battle redundant for a long time. The emphasis was shifted to the detailed problems of the infantry assault against entrenchments. Once the breakthrough had been achieved, the war of movement was expected to take on its "normal" operational characteristics.

QUESTIONS

Brig Timbers:     It is interesting to note the problems created by lack of communications, which appear similar to those experienced in the British Army.

Speaker:     There is no doubt that Gen Percin’s liaison system broke down.  The British made got round this by making liaison as simple as possible by accepting deployment in the open.

Brig Timbers:     Did the status of the artillery in the French Army differ from that of the artillery in the British Army.

Speaker:     The Artillery enjoyed a high status in the French Army.  There was a view that it had let the French Army down in 1870 but this could be explained by the problems caused by recent rearmament and inefficient operational procedures.  Since then the status of the Artillery had risen and by 1914 they were considered the most professional Branch of the Army.

Mr Bodin:     - Confirmed that French Artillery officers had a high status resulting from their first rate technical education at the Ecole Polytechnique.

Speaker:     - Agreed, but there were problems in recruiting and retaining artillery officers.  Those trained at Ecole Polytechnique found they could do better elsewhere

Brig Fraser-Scott:     The influence of French 75mm is interesting in that it was no more than a direct fire gun with extra range which had problems with communications and dead ground.

Speaker:     The French Army lobbied strongly for a howitzer, and the attempts to procure one were very complex.  There was a strongly held view in the Army said that the artillery system should be as simple as possible without adding extra equipment to the inventory.  In particular, there was a resistance to the procurement of heavy artillery which was not required for French tactical doctrine.

Brig Fraser-Scott:     - Recalled that he had had French 75mm at outbreak of war and remembered that it had a large nut at front of the recuperator and had large wheels above and below which were used respectively for overhead cover and as a turntable.

Brig Timbers:     - There can be no doubt it was the best gun of its time.

Speaker:     - It could be used as howitzer with the Malandrin system of spoilers on the shell and digging in trail to create a parabolic trajectory.

Unidentified Member:     If French tactics proved so ineffective, why did the Germans not win the War in six weeks.  How did he French with their offensive doctrine win the Battle of the Marne.

Speaker:     The Marne was a defensive battle, but it was based on the counter-attack.  It involved preparatory fire including spotting for the artillery by aircraft.  The French had learned the lesson that the advanced guards should no longer attack at once but should wait for the artillery to deploy.

Brig Timbers:     It would appear that the French went to extremes: on the one hand you have L'attaque a l’outrance and on the other static defence in fortresses such as at Verdun, with nothing in between.

Speaker:     French defensive artillery tactics were well developed, but concentrated on protecting advanced guards

Brig Timbers:     It is clear that they never envisaged trench warfare.

Brig Fraser-Scott:     It is interesting to note how a French Warrant Officer ability to deny access to one of the key fortresses at Verdun to a senior officer reflected an inflexible defensive attitude.

Speaker:
- Agreed, but it should be borne in mind that these fortresses had been stripped of their artillery to provide heavy guns for the field army.

Lt Col Townend:
Firstly, the impression is that all armies relied heavily on shrapnel rather than HE; what proportion of the ammunition for the 75 was HE?

Speaker:     About half was HE

Lt Col Townend:     Secondly, When and why did the French adopt the four-gun battery?

Speaker:     In 1897, partly because of their confidence in its superiority over the guns of other armies, partly as an economy measure, and partly because they considered that four guns was the maximum number over which a battery commander could exercise effective control.

`

Lt Col Townend:     And lastly, did the artillery supporting the advanced guard deploy into during the advance ready to give instant covering fire, or did they remain in line of march?

Speaker:     Deploying to cover the advance would have held up the progress of the advanced guard.  They remained in line of march and only deployed when the advanced guard was held up and waiting for the main body.

Charles Dutton:     Were British or German artillery better than the French?

Speaker:
The Germans were better, partly because they had 105mm howitzers and could get their guns into action quicker.

Brig Timbers then brought the Meeting to a close.  He thanked the speaker for a fascinating presentation that highlighted the contrast with British artillery tactics.  He hoped that the Society might get the opportunity at some future Meeting to hear about the development of German artillery tactics in the same period.
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