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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Title: “American Observers on the Battlefields of the Western Front and the Tactical Evolution
of the American Expeditionary Forces in World War 1”

Author: Major James A. Vohr, United States Marine Corps

Thesis: Although during World War | the United States employed observers on the battlefields
of the Western Front, the information they provided lacked the substance and conclusions
required to evolve the tactical doctrine of the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF). Ininitia
engagements, the AEF was largely forced to rely, with predictable negative outcome, upon
outdated concepts founded largely upon the prejudices of the Army’s leadership.

Discussion: In August of 1914 the United States Army and Marine Corps demonstrated strong
foresight, considering the isolationist perspective of the nation, in detailing officers to the
battlefields of Europe. These officers were given little guidance, but their mission was clearly to
report on military actions and developments in what was becoming the largest struggle in
history. A significant military development of World War | noted by the U.S. was the advance
of offensive infantry tactics to cope effectively with the characteristics and lethality of the
modern battlefield.

The United States, with atwo and one-half year opportunity to observe tactics prior to the
engagement of the AEF, arguably should have benefited from the experience of others.
However, this was not the case. The AEF initsinitial engagements, performed much asits
European counterparts did at the onset of the war. Eventually the AEF performance improved,
but only as U.S. soldiers and Marines gained personal battlefield experience.

Conclusions: A combination of four significant factors contributed to the failure of the AEF to
evolveitstactical doctrine from the reports of battlefield observers. First, the observers were
exposed to awide variety of often opposing opinions and perspectives regarding the foundation
for successful tactical doctrine. European tactical doctrine was evolving with each passing day
and in this climate it was nearly impossible for observers to pass consistent information from
which solid conclusions could be formed. Successful European tactical doctrine emerged
concurrent with the employment of the AEF. Secondly, the initial doctrine of the AEF was
largely influenced by the prejudices of its aging leadership, principally General John Pershing.
General Pershing wielded powerful influence in the training of the soldiers and Marines of the
AEF and many of hisideas were misaligned with the reality of the modern battlefield. Third, the
AEF, aforce of over 1 million men, was formed in an extremely short time. It was a citizen
army as opposed to professionals and its lack of tactical expertise reflected thisfact. Finaly, as
always, experience is the best teacher. The AEF did not mature tactically until it gained its own
combat experience.

The lesson to be learned from the observer’ s experience of World War | isrelevant today.
Technology arguably has the potential to again dictate the need for change in tactical doctrine.
Observers need to be trained to accurately report events. Doctrine development centers must be
equipped to form conclusions and to implement accurate and meaningful change.



DISCLAIMER

THE OPINIONS AND CONCLUSIONS EXPRESSSED HERIN ARE THOSE OF THE
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“For any life, for any profession, an environnent of
that life or profession is necessary for its full progress
of devel opnent. The United States Arny in peace had been
far fromany armes of the world and especially in this
great war by the action of our own governnent, its officers
had been kept from knowl edge of the progress of mlitary
art and the devel opnent of mlitary specialties.”

-Maj or CGeneral Robert Lee Bullard

From the onset of fighting on the Western Front of
Wrld War |, characterized by the rapid transition froma
war of novenent to one of stalemate and trench warfare, it
becane clear to the British, French, and Germans that the
nature of warfare had changed. On the operational Ievel,
rail lines facilitated the concentration of forces at a
rate far outpacing any army’s ability to exploit tactical
success. Interlocked machi ne guns, deeply massed nodern
artillery, and emerging aviation capabilities added
incredible lethality to the seemingly limtless depth of
t he unbroken defenses along the entire length of the front.?
Thi s unique type of fighting required a new approach to
achi eve success. The tenets of this approach were slowy
and painfully | earned by the antagonists on both sides of

the front through the hard | essons of experience.

1 Hubert C. Johnson, Break-Through! Tactics, Technology and the Search for Victory on the Western Front
in World War | (Novato, Ca.: Presidio Press, 1994) 1-22



As the British, French and Gernans fought, gained
experience, and shifted tactical paradigns during the first
two and a half years of conflict, Anerica basked in her
neutral status. The small and professional Anmerican Arny’s
mai n focus from 1914-1916 anmounted to little nore than a
police action in Mexico. The Arny’s perspective and
traditions were those of a frontier force where the
rifleman was supreme. The Arny’s nission, on a day-to-day
basis, was largely that of a garrison force.

“Except for the Spanish-American War, nearly twenty
years before, actual conbat experience of the Regular Arny
had been imted to the independent action of m nor
commands in the Philippines and the two expeditions into
Mexi co, each with forces smaller than a nodern Anmerican
di vision.”

Wiile the events in Europe were |ikely foll owed out of
professional interest by U S. Arny officers, there was
little if any indication in the early days of the war that
America woul d eventual |y becone involved.® There certainly
were no indicators that within the next four years the Arny
of the United States would grow to over a million nmen in

Europe alone. Wth this perspective, there was little

enphasis, as it related to the American Arny, placed on the

2 General John J. Pershing, My Experiences In The World War Vol 11 (New York: Fredrick A. Stokes
Company, 1931) 150

3 Major General Robert L. Bullard, Personalities and Reminiscences of the War (New Y ork: Doubleday,
Page & Company, 1925). Gen. Bullard emphasizes throughout his book that many of the problems the
AEF experienced early in the war were the result of Governmental limitations on the Army to prepare for



potential value of a careful analysis of infornmation
energing fromthe fighting in Europe. The Arny’s tactical
bible, Infantry Drill Regulations, was in its 1911 edition
at the onset of America’ s involvenent in the war; it seens
unli kely a serious and conprehensive review of current
tactical doctrine based upon | essons being learned in
Europe’s war occurred.?

In contrast to a general American perspective of
i gnorance of events in Europe, the Arny and the Marine
Corps did take action at the onset of hostilities on the
Western Front which could have secured access to
i nformati on regardi ng changi ng warfare and tactics in
Europe. Wth the declaration of war in 1914, the United
States Armmy and Marine Corps rushed to identify and send
officers to observe the actions of the various armes
involved in the fighting.?® Serving with the arm es of the
British, French and Germans were conpany and junior field
grade officers who prepared reports on their observations
of the war and forwarded themto the U S. Arny War Col | ege

Di vision of the War Departnent.

conflict. Gen. Bullard’s assertion is corroborated by other sources including Generals Pershing and
Lejeune.

4 James W. Rai ney, “ Ambivalent Warfare: The Tactical Doctrine of the AEF in World War |,” Parameters,
Journal of the US Army War College Vol 111, no3 (1983)

® National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8702-05. Thisfile contains
copies of the original ordersissued to officers sent to Europe at the beginning of hostilitiesto include



Unfortunately, the opportunity the U S. Arny m ght
have exploited through battlefield observers to gain an
under st andi ng of the evolution of offensive tactics
occurring in Europe was never realized. There was no
focused effort to translate the content of the observer’s
reports into U S. Arny doctrine. Additionally, due to
| argely unavoi dabl e shortfalls in the observer’s analysis
and conclusions, had this effort been consciously
undertaken, it is unlikely the results would have been
effective in terns of aligning U S. tactical maturity with
requi rements of the nodern battlefield. |In other words,
the informati on regardi ng of fensive tactics conpiled by the
observers | acked the substance and conclusions required to
provide direction to the Arny which could have resulted in
nore effective tactics on the nodern battlefield.

Therefore, in their initial engagenents, the soldiers and
Marines serving with the American Expeditionary Forces
(AEF) were largely forced to rely on m sgui ded training and
tactical doctrine based extensively on the outdated
concepts and prejudices of the Arny’s |eadership. 1In terns

of the lives of U S. servicenen, the price for the

correspondence between the officers and the War Department discussing some of the unique arrangements
the officers made to facilitate their efforts.



shortfalls in | eadership’ s vision resulting in the

requirement to learn as you fight was high

The Evolution in Tactics- European Armies and the Western

Front 1914-1917

To understand the shortfall the U S. Arny experienced
inits offensive tactical developnent it is inmportant to
first understand the changes or evolution in tactics on the
Western Front during the initial two and half years of
conflict. |If these reports were to be of use in
i nfluencing the tactical doctrine of the AEF it is
i nportant to understand what information should have been
transmtted. To be effective, the observers’ reports would
have to align with the changes of tactics in European
Arm es. Understanding the evolution of offensive tactics
al so establishes a baseline for tactical doctrine at the
time the AEF entered the fighting. This baseline affords
per spective regardi ng expectations for initial American
performance on the battlefield.

As European armes adjusted to the stal emate and
trench warfare, a tactical state of the art, so to speak,
energed. Over tine and based upon sone differing

experiences, all arm es engaged forned an understandi ng of



what tactics worked and what tactics resulted in heavy
casualties with no appreci able success. Wile the senior
mlitary | eadership of each nation differed slightly in
t heir opinions of what offensive approaches were nost
effective, universally, and certainly by the tine the
United States entered the conflict, they had abandoned
their pre-war concepts.?®

The Western Front at the beginning of World War | was
a fluid battlefield environnment. As the Germans executed
the Schlieffen plan, the French and the British attenpted
frantically to stop the advance. The tactics enpl oyed by
both sides were nobile tactics ained at the flanks of the
opposing force. Little thought was given to doctrine and
techni ques for fighting on the tactical |evel as the aim of
Ceneral officers was to win operationally decisive
victories.

“I'n keeping with the predictions of the experts, Wrld
War | began as a war of grand maneuvers in which each side
sought victory at the operational level. In such a war
the art of tactics, concerned with winning battles, was
| ess inportant than operational art, concerned with w nning
canpai gns. The loss of a battle, the destruction of a
regi nent, or even the destruction of a division was seen by
the General staff virtuosos who directed the novenent of

mllion man arm es as inconsequential when conpared to the
consi derations that affected the canpaign as a whole.”’

€ Johnson, 59-62
" Bruce |. Gudmundsson, Stor mtroop Tactics-Innovation in the German Army, 1914-1918 (Westport Conn.:
Praeger, 1989) 1



In this manner, wi th maneuver roomfound only to the
west, the front quickly | eapfrogged along until it becane
anchored on the coast. In this type of warfare neeting
engagenents were often the rule rather than the exception.
Infantry with firepower generated by the nusketry of
riflemen was the decisive arm Cavalry had the m ssions of
protecting flanks, |ocating eneny formations, and
expl oiting success.

Early in the fighting the increased power and
lethality of both machine guns and artillery was evident.
Logi stics, which had always limted arm es, was nmade nore
chal | engi ng by the increased appetite for all types of
supplies, especially artillery amunition. On the Gernman
side, after the initial effort extended beyond the reaches
of German rail lines, the fighting often bogged down for
want of food and amunition of all kinds. After the battle
of the Marne it was a conbination of |ogistics culmnation,
| ack of maneuver space, and the effects of the advanced
weapons systens whi ch encouraged the digging of the first
opposi ng trench lines. Once the digging of trenches began,
the front stal emated.®

One of the key points in understanding the initial

nature of the fighting of World War | was that it was



war f are conducted in the manner which the German, French
and British arm es of professional soldiers had anticipated
and practiced. Strong traditions and paradi gns existed in
all armies regarding the conduct of the offense.® Cften
these existing paradigns prevented the flexibility required
to adapt to the newreality. As the fighting progressed,
the strong traditions and existing conceptions of how the
of fense shoul d be conducted carried forward fromthe
initial battlefield environnent of fluidity and
figuratively crashed on the rocky shore of stalemte and
trench warfare.

The second tactical stage experienced by the arnies
engaged on the Western Front was the stage for which Wrld
War | has becone infanmous. Most people, when they envision
the battles of the First World War picture futile charges
of infantry bei ng mown down by machi ne guns and artillery
as they leap fromthe protective cover of their trenches
and charge across “no-man’s land.” Fromlate 1914 until
1917 the antagonists on the Western Front worked to
understand the nature of the operational situation as it

exi sted and to overcone its challenges. |t becane apparent

8 Johnson, 29-51

® Johnson, 61-62. Theideathat some of the heavy losses experienced by European armies during the war
was attributable to institutionalized training and traditions is expressed in other sources aswell. For
example, it has been suggested that the British disaster at the Somme, which included the employment of
horse mounted officers accompanying infantry charges, was the result of just such paradigms.



t hat operational success depended |argely on overcom ng
tactical challenges |argely unforeseen by the |eadership of
all armes. It is during this stage of the fighting
begi nni ng Septenber 1914, that the battlefield observers
fromthe United States had a significant opportunity to
report.

During this tinme period arm es experinented with many
possi bl e solutions as they searched for answers to the
di l emma of attacking defenses in depth. At first it was
t hought that infantry attacking with the proper aggressive
spirit could overcone the trenches if only they chose the
proper place to attack. Wen this failed to produce
results the next idea explored worked on the theory that if
enough artillery could be massed, the trenches of the
opposing infantry could be conpletely destroyed. After the
bonmbardnent the infantry would nmerely have to occupy the
shattered ground. This nethod failed as well for two
reasons. First, nost field artillery was unable to damage
reinforced concrete fortifications deep in the ground.
Second, defense in depth allow the defenders to absorb the
poundi ng of artillery sinmply by nmoving back to trenches
further in the rear

In both of the nethods of attack described, the

infantry enpl oyed skirm sher line tactics and fornmations.



Skirm sher tactics were based upon the concept that the
i ndividual infantryman armed with a rifle was the key
el ement to battlefield success. The marksmanship skills of
the individual rifleman and his initiative were heavily
relied upon. Misketry fire was considered the primry
source of supporting fires to destroy or suppress eneny
positions. Skirm sher line tactics normally enpl oyed
infantrymen in linear formations with little spacing
between individual riflenen. These |linear formations would
be | aunched in the attack in a series of waves. Each wave
woul d conduct rushes of up to one hundred neters and then
supress the eneny for subsequent waves.!°

The cl osely aligned ranks of these formations forned
i deal targets for machine guns and artillery fire. Attacks
woul d qui ckly bog down when the advanci ng troops were
caught in nurderous fires. |In sonme cases the firestorm
faced by the advanci ng sol diers was so severe they could
not even clear their own trenches. Misketry in general had
little positive effect in reducing fortified machi ne gun
nests or artillery positions. The formations coul d not
even expect any neasure of success in facing simlarly
arnmed infantry in an opposing trenchline. As had been

evident as early as 1863 at the battle of Fredericksburg

10 3ohnson, 57-82

10



during the Anerican GCvil War, the firepower even of the
i ndividual rifleman arned with nodern weapons in the
def ense was form dabl e.

As a general rule during the first two stages of the
fighting on the front, skirmsher line formations were
enpl oyed wi thout the thought of using coordinated artillery
to support the attack. Artillery was enployed in two
princi pal manners; an initial bonbardnment which often
served, nore than anything else, to alert the eneny and in
atinmed “rolling barrage” designed to suppress the eneny
until the assaulting infantry could close to bayonet range.
Machi ne guns were |ikew se not generally enployed in nobile
support of skirm sher line infantry attacks, their
enpl oynent was largely limted to overhead fire. The
concept of conbined arns had yet to energe.

Arguably the third stage in the evolution of tactics
on the Western Front was that of siege warfare. Armes
becane stagnant in their focus on surviving in the trenches
and small, localized successes as opposed to continuing the
quest for breaking the stalemate. As with any defensive
position, the trenches becanme nore and nore form dabl e over
time. The challenge of the offense in this environnent

i ncreased proportionally to these inprovenents.

11



“Frontal attacks, noreover, would be nore difficult in
position warfare than in nobile warfare. Barbed wre
severely limted opportunities for creeping up on an eneny
in small groups. The fact that a defender could study the
ground in front of himover a nmatter of days and even weeks
meant that effective fire could be brought against the
entries and exits to covered positions along an avenue of
approach. Finally the opportunity for the defender to
integrate his machine guns and artillery into his defensive
pl ans was far greater in position warfare. All these
factors conbined to make the dash across “no mans’ | and”
the few hundred neters that separated one side fromthe
other, a very difficult proposition.”

A significant advance in tactical concepts to energe
during this stage was the realization that nore powerful
weapons than rifles were required by the infantry if they
were to overcone defensive positions in the attack.

Technol ogy was | everaged in the hope of breaking the
stalemate. Each arny began to enpl oy greater nunbers of
machi ne guns. Advances were made in the use of grenades,
smal | and portable trench nortars, and fl ane-throwers.
Versions of an assault rifle appeared. Hope for a
significant breakthrough on the operational Ievel

di m ni shed during this phase as the focus shifted to
solving the tactical problems of the battlefield.'?

It was during this phase of the tactical evolution

that the AEF began to deploy to Europe. The Anericans were

wel coned by the Allies as they brought with them ent husi asm

11 Gudmundsson, 27
12 30hnson, 113-139

12



and confidence undi nmed by the stal enmate that had consuned
the arm es of Europe for the past three years. This
ent husi asm enbodi ed a | evel of naiveté to the realities of
nodern warfare they were about to face. Tactics had

changed and Anerica had not kept pace with the change.

The Cbserver’s Reports

The reports fromthe mlitary observers assigned to
the armes of the antagonists on the Wstern Front contain
vast anmounts of varied information. The reports fromthe
observer assigned to Berlin for instance, were produced on
a nonthly basis and adhere to a distinct and uni que format.
The focus of these reports is mainly on information that
was operational and strategic in nature. An exanple of
this mght be the observer’s opinions on the state of
German norale, or reports of |arge-scale troop novenents.
Wth limted exception there was little information of the
tactical nature of the war or of efforts being nade to
overconme the static nature of the battlefield. *®

Wth this in mnd and after reviewi ng sone of the
original orders issued to observers sent to Europe, there

seens to have been little in the way of guidance provided

13 The reports reviewed include those from the National Archive, Correspondence of the War College
Division 1903-1918, files 8977

13



by the War Departnent regardi ng what information would be
of use to the U S. Arnmy. The content of the reports
appears nmainly to be driven by those issues the observer
was either drawn to by his own interest or background or by
the focus and issues forenost at the tinme for the arny he
was observing. In sone cases, later in the war, the
observers received Western Union telegrans fromthe War
Col | ege Division requesting specific information.!® These
requests for details on a specific topic were sonetines
pronpted by information included in an earlier report. For
the nost part however, the officers were on their own to
determine and transmt the information they deened
val uable. This lack of guidance in itself was a shortfal
in US. efforts to gain know edge on the war and a tinel ess
| esson | earned for future enploynment of officers on simlar
m ssi ons.

The reports of Majors James W Barker and Janes Logan
Jr., and Captains Frank Barker and Mrgan Churchill, who
were assigned to France and routed reports through the
mlitary attaché in Paris, contain sone of the best
i nformation and anal ysis regarding the requirenment for

evol ving offensive tactics in the face of the changes in

14 1t appearsin some cases an observer would receive and respond to messages from the War Department
requesting clarification of a prior report.

14



warfare. The useful ness and focus of these reports may
also be a result of the freedomthese officers had to nove
about and observe the battlefield or to talk with the nen
and officers of the French arny. As the war progressed and
out of the interest of security, many of the battlefield
observers, especially those in Germany and Austria, were
subj ected to censorship by the arny they were serving
al ongsi de. *®

Addi tionally, based on the content of the reports
reviewed it is clear the French, perhaps nore than the
British or the Germans early in the war, recognized the
required changes in tactics and reacted. This observation
is further validated by other sources:

“The British Expeditionary Force did not react as
qui ckly as the French General Headquarters to the evident
tactical crisis of late 1914, "1

The French focused their effort on attenpting to

under stand how they needed to evolve their doctrine. As a
result, some of the nost tactically interesting reports
submitted by the mlitary observers assigned to France are
sinply forwarded copies of French papers and panphlets

di scussing tactics for trench warfare.

National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8799, 8759
18 Hubert C. Johnson, Break-Through! Tactics, Technology and the Search for Victory on the Western
Front in World War | (Novato, Ca.: Presidio Press, 1994) 61

15



Exam ni ng observer reports in chronol ogical order is
useful as it potentially denonstrates the refinenent and
mat uration of tactical thought through the gaining of
experience. An early report, submtted by Mjor Spencer
Col by detailed his conversation with a French artillery
officer in Novenber 1914.'" Imediately, the futility of
appl yi ng manpower agai nst material was noted along with the
potential of artillery and nachi ne guns. Major Spencer
report ed:

“[The artillery officer] believes artillery is
responsible for the greater part of the |losses to the eneny
during the war. He did not like to nake an estimate as to
the proportion of nen killed by artillery fire, but on
being urged a bit said he would not be surprised if it went
up to 75% " 18
The artillery officer was referencing the casualties the
Germans suffered in the attack due to artillery fire. This
indicated early in the war that the |atest changes and
devel opments making artillery nore effective had
contributed to its overall effectiveness on the battlefield

agai nst the nassed troop formati ons enpl oyed by the Gernmans

at the onset of the war.

17 National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8698-1
18 National Archive, Correspondence. 8698-1

16



Maj. Col by’s report also nmentioned the French
artillery officer’s coments at this opening stage of the
war regardi ng machi ne guns and entrenched infantry:

“He states the work of the machi ne guns has been nost
effective [in the defense]. |[If a machine gun is given
anything of a field of fire and a fair chance in nunbers he
does not believe it can be taken by infantry charge..he
seens to have the same idea with reference to infantry. He
does not believe in daylight, with anything of equa
nunbers defending it, a fairly made and reasonabl e trench
can be taken by an infantry charge.'®
In the case of this report, the artillery officer was not
di scussing tactics that were successful in the offense, but
noting rather the effectiveness of the defense armed with
noder n weapons agai nst skirm sher line tactics. The
conclusions to be drawn fromthis docunent at this early
stage of the war were reinforcing |lessons that first becane
evident to U S. |eadership during the Anerican G vil War.

It was proven at places |like Mayre's Heights during the
Battl e of Fredericksburg, Cenetery Ridge during the Battle
of CGettysburg, and at Cold Harbor that infantry attacks
agai nst entrenched infantry were no | onger effective. 1In
the years between 1865 and 1914, technol ogical inprovenents

i n weapons systens only enhanced this reality and increased

the futility of any simlar attack attenpted.

19 National Archive, Correspondence. 8698-1
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I n anot her report, Lieutenant Col onel Spencer Crosby,
the mlitary attaché in Paris, provided a synopsis of a
conversation with a French colonel of the infantry titled

“Infantry Notes”.?°

In this report the French col onel was
critical of the French approach placing too nuch
responsibility for initiative on the individual soldier and
on small units. The colonel maintained that in the heat of
battle the only actions troops could reasonably be expected
to execute were “those sinple principles which have been

ground into him”?2!

This coment potentially resulted from
initial frustrations on the part of the French in making
progress in the attack in the face of extreme firepower
from machi ne guns and artillery. In this case the French
colonel’s analysis of the situation suggested that if the
success of the attack depended on the initiative of the

i ndi vidual soldier, the attack would fail as the individual
was overwhel med by the situation that confronted him The
French colonel’s reaction to this situation was to suggest
a reduction of the responsibility for individual
initiative. |In other words, make the individual

responsi ble only for the sinplest actions which have been

drilled into himduring training. This would suggest the

20 National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8698-31
21 National Archives, Correspondence, 8698-31
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French colonel to be an advocate of the tactics that would
afford tighter control of troop formations by officers and
non- conm ssi oned officers.

The observations made by the French col onel regarding
the difficulties of individual action and the concern for
| oss of control and nonmentumin the offense in the face of
i ntense firepower were not unique. H's perspective, shared
by others in Europe and likely in Arerica as well, was the
basis for the continued use of skirm sher |line tactics at
t he beginning of the war in spite of the evidence from
recent conflicts denonstrating the futility of these
formati ons.

“Mlitary authors such as Fritz Honig and J. Meckel
had painted terrifying pictures of attacks conducted in
open order falling apart because | arge nunbers of troops
t ook advantage of the fact that they were far enough away
fromtheir officers to permt themto hide during the
battle. The belief that the increased casualties that
resulted fromdense fornmations were a fair price to pay for
t he guarantee that troops would remain under the direct
supervi sion of their officers becane w despread.” 22

Unfortunately, the conclusions the French col onel
formed fromhis observations, that the solution to the
probl em of attacks slowed by eneny fire was to mnim ze the

initiative expected of the individual, were |ater proven to

be i naccur at e.

22 Gudmundsson, 8
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A second shortfall in French of fensive capability
identified by the French colonel in his coments was the
| ack of marksmanship skills of the individual soldier. The
col onel asserted not enough enphasis was being placed on
this skill during training. This shortfall resulted in
i naccurate and ineffective fire by the French, w th nost of
their shots being high above the heads of the Gernmans.
I ndi vi dual marksmanshi p was deened i nportant for the
obvi ous reasons of desiring to make every shot account for
one dead Cerman. Perhaps however, the colonel’s
observations were not an actual reflection of the
i naccuracy of the rifle fire as nmuch as they were a
statenment of the ineffectiveness of rifle fire in genera
in trench warfare. The French at this point in the war
woul d have relied upon the rifle and nusketry to fix the
Germans in order for other riflemen to gain ground in the
attack. In other words, sustained and accurate rifle fire
was the only type of organic fire support available to the
infantry. The ability of the individual to deliver
accurate rifle fire was one of the foundations of
skirm sher line tactics. The French col onel’ s expl anati on
for the failure of this tactical approach was the inability
of the French soldiers to make their rifle fire effective.

The truth was nore likely that rifle fire itself, no matter
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how accurate, was not effective against well-fortified
sol di ers possessing even simlar weapons capabilities.

The concl usi ons Anericans reviewing this report were
likely to formwould have reinforced the perceived
ef fectiveness of skirm sher line tactics. The focus of the
French colonel’s criticismcentered on the shortfalls of
the French troops in executing the basic infantryman skills
associated with skirm sher line tactics. |In other words,
it was not a failure of the tactics, it was the failure of
the poorly trained or disciplined troops to execute the
tactics properly. A simlar and reoccurring thene
criticizing the skills, especially marksmanship, of the
i ndi vi dual sol di er was expressed by CGeneral Pershing once
t he AEF engaged. 23

In a report submtted by Lieutenant Col onel Cosby,
Captai n Frank Barker, an observer with the French Arny,
forwarded an article witten by a French Infantry Conpany
Commander titled “Study on the Attack in the Present Period
of the War-Inpressions and Refl ections of a Conpany

Commander . 7?4

The aut hor was Captain Andre’ Laffargue of
the 153rd French Infantry. Captain Laffargue’s article

di scussed his experiences with trench warfare. He was

23 pershing. Throughout his book, General Pershing included letters he wrote to the United States indicating
hislevel of dissatisfaction with the training level of the American troops arriving in Europe. One of his
major complaints was shortfalls in rifle marksmanship skills.
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prescriptive in his efforts to explain what was required
for success in the attack on the nodern battlefield. The
War Col |l ege Division of the War Departnent submtted the
article for publication in the Septenber-Cctober 1916 issue
of “Infantry Journal.” This fact |ends considerable
significance to the report because it indicated arny

| eadershi p thought the ideas and concepts worthy of
consideration. Through publication in a professional
magazi ne the information had the potential to be viewed by
a w de audi ence.

Early in his article, Captain Laffargue reveal ed the
drive behind his notivation to produce this report was to
expose the changes in the assault dictated by the realities
of the nodern battlefield. He hoped to wite so that
others would profit fromthe sacrifices of his many
conrades in arns.

“He who risks his life and does not wsh to die but to
succeed, becones at tinmes ingenious. That is why |, who
was part of the human canister for nore than nine nonths,
have set about to consider the nmeans of saving the
i nestimabl e exi stence of so many hunbl e conrades, or at
| east to figure out how the sacrifice of their lives may
result in victory.”?®

Captain Laffargue’s article does well in illustrating

the problens facing assaulting troops in this war. 1In his

24 National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8698-42
25 National Archives, Correspondence, 8698-42
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openi ng paragraphs he explained how critical it was for
attacks to acconplish their goals as quickly and as
decisively as possible in the face of the new | evel s of
operational nobility.

“I't must be acconplished in one day as otherw se the
eneny reforms, and the defense, wth terrible engines of
sudden destruction, will later recover its supremacy over
the attack.”?®
He denonstrated that he recogni zed and understood the
capabilities of entrenched troops, machi ne guns and
artillery against attacking formations. He al so understood
and illustrated the typical German trench systemas well as
t he obstacle plans of wire entangl enents that support the
defensive trenches. Captain Laffargue discussed artillery’s
role in the attack, although it is interesting that he did
not express the inportance of artillery in direct support
of attacking infantry. This was nost likely a result of
the difficulty of coordinating the fires of artillery with
the communi cati ons systens of the day. However, in
di scussing the use of artillery as preparation fire for an
attack, Captain Laffargue expl ained how i neffective the
French 75 mm gun proved to be to this point in the war. He
asserted that aerial torpedoes were worthwhile to use

agai nst eneny trenches, but the 75 mmhad little positive
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effect at all. Fortified positions considered to be
destroyed by heavy 75 nmfire were hardly damaged. Wen
the infantry attacked the eneny energed to man hi s weapons.

Capt ai n Laffargue believed success on the battlefield
depended nost heavily upon the élan of the infantry.
Pressing the attack vigorously, in the face of massive
| osses, was required for success. As expressed in this
passage, he is a proponent for the continued use of
skirm shers attacking in waves fromthe trenches and for
the rifleman as the key to victory. Wile he recogni zed
t he changed nature of the battlefield, his solution was
simlar to the French colonel’s solutions exam ned earlier.
Laf fargue advocated pressing the attack with even nore
vigor and control and enphasi zed the foundati ons of
skirm sher |line tactics.

“The March on the Line of Attack- Each echelon starts
out successively at a single bound and noves at a wal k
(even in cadence if it were possible). It is curious to
observe how nuch this pace conduces to a cold resol ution
and fierce scorn of the adversary. At Neuville, all units
instinctively started at a wal k. Afterwards take the
double tine at slow cadence, in order to maintain the
cohesi on; nake several rushes, if necessary, of 80 to 100
meters. They should not be nmultiplied, at the risk of
breaki ng the él an.

When a great effort has been nade to scorn the fire of
t he adversary, it should not be destroyed by a change to an

attitude signifying fear.
At 60 nmeters fromthe eneny, break into charge.

28 National Archives, Correspondence, 8698-42
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The Alignnent.-To march in line is the capitol point,
the i nportance of which one nust have experienced in tragic
nmonments to tell how prodigious is its influence. Moreover
the march inline is as old as war itself. The alignnment
hol ds back the enthusiasts, and gives to everyone the warm
and irresistible feeling of nmutual confidence. At
Neuville, we marched at first at a walk, then at a slow
doubl e tinme, aligned as on parade. | constantly heard
behind ne through the rattling machi ne guns, the epic,
spl endi d shout of supreme encouragenent running all along
the line. “Keep in linel Keep in line!” down to the hunble
reservist, C, who in spite of the bullets naking gaps al
about in the ranks, kept his young and agitated conrades on
the line.”?’

Captain Laffargue’s only recomendations to the
attackers for reducing casualties being caused by the
defenders in the trenches was for the infantry riflenen to
adopt a form of quick shooting. As the Germans raised
t heir heads he advocated shooting at them quickly to keep
t heir heads down. He further discussed the need to
mai ntain the nmonmentum of the attack and expl ai ned how
rapi dly attacking troops were expended through heavy
casual ti es and sheer exhausti on.

Towards the end of his article, Captain Laffargue
asserted how hel pful it would have been to have organic
firepower acconpanying the attacking infantry to be
enpl oyed to reduce eneny nmachi ne gun positions. This

firepower, he suggested would be |ight, wheel nounted

artillery pieces, and could be used in the direct fire

27 National Archives, Correspondence, 8698-42
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node. He nade the sane point regarding a simlar utility
for the Iight machi ne gun and even stated the need for
machi ne guns in the attack could be reduced if the infantry
wer e equi pped with automatic rifles.

Therefore, Captain Laffargue’s efforts transmtted a
m xed nmessage to the reader. He denobnstrates a strong
under st andi ng of the problens infantry faced on the
battlefield and the deadly nature of nbdern weapons. He
understood that the latest efforts to enploy artillery to
prepare enemny positions prior to the attack were largely
futile. On one hand he enphasi zed skirm sher |ine methods
which ultimately proved to be ineffective. At the sane
time, alnost as an after thought he identified the need for
nobile firepower in the formof |ight howitzers and
automatic rifles. He was on the brink of discovering and
expressing the requirenent for fire and maneuver tactics,
but was so entrenched with the concept of skirm sher |ine
formati ons that his good ideas were | ost.

Americans reading Laffargue’s article could not be
expected to draw accurate conclusions in terns of the
reality of the nodern battlefield. Laffague’ s enphasis
pointed to the continued enpl oynent of skirm sher |ine

tactics. In his book, Storntroop Tactics, Bruce

Gudnundsson, famliar with Laffague’s article, summarized
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t he essence of the nessage that would have been clear to
Anmer i cans exposed to his article.

“He was hel d back, however, by a desire, conmon to
many mlitary men to nmaintain control over the attack by
mai ntai ni ng control over the attackers..He insisted on the
need to maintain the skirm sher line formations until the
poi nt where, 50 neters fromthe eneny trench, bayonets were
| owered and cl ose combat began.”?®

Foll owi ng on the heels of the subm ssion of Captain
Laffargue's article, a report was submtted by four
mlitary observers of a translation of a French report
encapsul ati ng French observations and | essons | earned in
the war to this point. An interesting feature of this
article is the report was basically a secret French
docunent the observers copied and passed to the Anerican

War Depart ment . 2°

In this regard the observers stressed
that the contents of this report were “of a nost
confidential character.”

The article highlighted the fact that there were many
changes in tactics fromthose practiced prior to the
out break of the war. The need for teamwork between the
artillery and the infantry was stressed, the extent of the
use of entrenchnments as never before seen, and the

extensive use of the nmachine gun in the attack. This

report also highlighted the effectiveness of artillery fire

28 Gudmundsson, 195
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agai nst nassed troops and specified the size of the ideal
fighting unit to be 50-60 nen, with a requirenent for the
identity of the officers to be conceal ed, as they would
have undoubt edly becone targets of eneny fire.

Perhaps as a result of the article by Captain
Laf fargue, the report advocated the need for absol ute
control of the infantry in skirm sher |ines and recomrended
the training of the individual infantryman to assune
| eadership and responsibility. Sone final observations
were made regarding the enmerging and critical role of
aerial observers prior to the comencenent of any attack.
The report ended with sonme remarks made by the Anerican
observers of how sone of the nethods and equi pnent energing
as successful on the Western Front coul d perhaps have been
enployed in “colonial warfare” or warfare with the Indi ans.
This last remark afforded some insight regarding the
American Arnmy’s perception of their nost |ikely invol venent
in future conflicts.

The value of this report to the American readers woul d
have been principally to raise |evels of awareness of the
difficulties of trench warfare by denonstrati ng the extent
to which the French are struggling. It offered, however,

nothing in the way of insight or conclusions as to howto

29 National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8698-47

28



align tactics to overcone these difficulties.

Additionally, it did not point to any shortfalls in
Anmerican tactics conpared to those being used in France.
Anericans |lacking the intimate perspective offered only

t hrough personal engagenent woul d have been hard pressed to
use this report as the basis for a review of tactica

doctri ne.

Col onel Joseph E. Kuhn, mlitary attaché, Berlin,
reported on 30 Cctober 1916 the results of the first two
days of the British and French effort in the Battle of the
Somre.3° The report was significant only in that it
portrayed again the utter futility of attenpting attacks of
massed i nfantry agai nst entrenched troops and the
i neffectiveness of field artillery against fortified
positions. In this battle the British and French believed
they were attacking in a quiet sector where the Germans
woul d not expect an offensive. The British and French
attacked utilizing skirmsher line tactics only after a
massive artillery bonmbardnent that was described as heavy
as “20,000 shots of all calibers and many hundreds of m nes
n 31

were counted against a front section of three kil oneters.

Wth a few, operationally insignificant exceptions, the

30 National Archives, Correspondence of the War College Division 1903-1918, 8977
31 National Archives, Correspondence, 8977-
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attacking troops were repul sed across the front with
absolutely horrific casualties.

Captain Laffargue’s article denmanded attacks be
pressed hone with vigor and spirit. It appeared in the
battle of the Somme, the British and French had plenty of
energy, and pressed the attack, but still failed at
terrible cost. In what seens in retrospect to be
incredi ble, the report described how British officers in
i nstances attacked nounted on horseback agai nst the Gernan
trenches. In other cases the German artillery fire was so
effective, that even after the nmassive pre-attack
bonmbardnent, British troops were not even able to get clear
of the trenches before they were cut down.

“The English as well as the French attacks, which took
pl ace in deeply echel oned thick colums and whi ch surged
forward in nunerous waves, were carried out with noteworthy
dash. The |l eaders at tines charged nounted i n advance of
their troops. But al nobst everywhere the attacks were
repulsed in front of the German positions by well placed
German artillery fire.”3?

This report further discussed the effectiveness of machine
guns in the target rich environnent the gunners faced. One
account was given of two guns firing 27,000 rounds from

three barrels in three hours against the attacking troops.

For the British troops on the ground the reality of what

32 National Archives, Correspondence, 8977
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they faced and the futility of their efforts nust have been
obvi ous. Col onel Kuhn observed that of the British
prisoners captured, nmany had raised their courage to

cl anber over the tops of the trenches by heavily fortifying
t hensel ves with al cohol

The value of this report as it pertains to Anerica’s
preparations for war was mnimal. The report accurately
expressed the results of British and French efforts at the
Somme but failed to offer solutions. |In a simlar manner
to the efforts of all other observers, Col onel Kuhn
hi ghli ghted the deadly nature of trench warfare but offered
not hing to suggest that the British m ght have enjoyed
success had they changed their tactics. The report, while
interesting, reads nmuch |i ke a newspaper article and
conveys only the facts surrounding the action. Questions
are not raised, conclusions are not drawn and sol utions are
not of fered.

The reports of the battlefield observers prior to the
engagenent of the AEF in Wrld War | accurately reflect the
exi sting confusion and frustration European Arm es
experienced in their attenpts to overcone fortified
def enses of great depth. As noted, however, the reports
| ack any concl usi ons or reconmendati ons whi ch woul d have

had any potential use in adapting U S. tactical doctrine.
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Their shortfall is understandable when it is consi dered
t hat the observers could hardly have been expected to draw
accurate concl usions or make recomendati ons when even

those engaged in the fighting failed in this regard.

Bel | eau Wod: An Exanple of the Failure of U S. Tactics in

the Initial Engagenents.

The AEF as an independent organization was to first
participate in battles and operations on the Western Front
in 1918. These initial battles provided the nost
conpel I'ing evidence of the effectiveness and the status of
American tactical doctrine and training. It was in battles
such as Bel | eau-Wod and Soi ssons and during operations
such as the Meuse- Argonne where the American Arny’s effort
to build effective units was be validated and where the AEF
tested the effectiveness of its espoused key to tactical
success, the concept of open warfare.

Strategically, the outconme of American involvenent in
the war was never in doubt. The war had been, for the
first three years, one of attrition at all |evels of
conflict. The trenmendous weight of the American effort
ti ppi ng the bal ance expressed in sheer nunbers of

infantrynmen al one woul d be decisive. Germany coul d not
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expect to counter the allied efforts even with the recent
relief gained through the peace with Russia or through
their emergi ng advanced adaptation of tactics to nodern
warfare. It was at the operational and tactical |evel
however, where Anerican performance when conpared to its
allies could be measured. The neasurenent was quantified
internms of the speed of operational gains and in the
nunbers of U. S soldiers and Marines killed in battle.
Allied officers participating in the fight observed the
tactical formations and the coordi nation of supporting arns
such as artillery, aircraft, and tanks and reported on
Aneri can performance. British and French units,
experienced in three years of trench warfare fighting in
uni ts al ongsi de Anericans quickly noted the speed of the
U. S. advance and the effectiveness of Anmerican |eadership.

In May and June of 1918, Anerican Marines and sol diers
were rushed to blunt the German offensive al ong the Marne.
The Second Division, which included the Marine brigade with
battalions fromthe Sixth Mari ne Regi nent, counter attacked
to drive the Germans from positions established in Belleau
Wod. The German position was foreboding. The boul der
strewn, ki dney shaped woods whi ch neasured roughly one by
three kiloneters were a natural fortress favoring the

def ender. Wien the Marines attacked it was on |ine and
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Wi t hout supporting artillery. The closest analogy to the
tactics enployed in the fight was to those of the Gvil War
battl efields of Gettysburg and Antitiem

“Yet today there seemto be marked simlarities
bet ween the experiences of those nen in 1918 and their
grandfathers in the 1860’s. Mounted dragoons with | ances
at rest; horse-drawn cannon wheeling into firing position;
lines of infantry, dressing right as if on parade, marching
across open fields toward the eneny—all seemto belong to
an earlier tinme, but they were part of the experience of
t he men who fought through Bell eau Wbod. Mdre than the
sights, there was the sane basic dependence of the
commanders on the courage and spirit of their nmen rather
than technique to win the battle. But in the 1860's the
cruel test was over in hours. At Belleau Wod the hours

ran into days and on into weeks, with the gas barrages
i ntensi fying the horror”33.

The bravery of the Marines at Bell eau Wod was
unquestioned. Tactical skill however, was non-existent.
“The Marines attacked in waves of four ranks, little
different froman Anerican Cvil War assault. To the Gernan
defenders it was |ike a flashback to 1916, when they had
mowed down British infantry at the Somre.”3* The Marines
suffered 5,200 casualties in the twenty days of fighting, a
total which anbunted to approximately 64% of the strength
of the Marine Brigade. On one day al one, June 6, the

Marines suffered 1,087 casualties as they “in well aligned

33 Edward M. Coffman, The War to End All Wars, The American Experience in World War | (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1968) 215

34 Rod Paschall. The Defeat of Imperial Germany 1917-1918 (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books, 1989)
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waves..crossed the wheat fields dotted with poppies.”3®

These casualties included those killed and wounded, many of
whom were gassed. Ceneral Lejeune, who was present for
much of the fighting, noted “again it was decisively shown
the great inportance of artillery to infantry. Infantry
al one without material makes little or no progress. |If the
eneny conbi nes personnel and material, we nust do the
sane. "3°

I n accounts of the battle for Belleau Wod there was
no nention of fire and maneuver. |In fact, the opposite was
true as the Marines attacked on line. Machine guns were
not enployed in the offense to suppress the eneny and to
allow the infantry to advance. Even artillery was ignored
as attacks wi thout even a prelimnary barrage were
conducted. The Germans noted the Anericans had severe
| eadership shortfalls and the troops attacked bravely and
in dense masses. The wood itself |imted maneuver on both
sides of the fight as surely as any intricate system of
trench works supported by obstacles. The ability of the
U S. Marines to flush the eneny from defensive positions

and to defeat himin the open as advocated at the tine, was

not denonstrated or realistic. At Bell eau Wod, the

35 paschall, 217

3% David. F. Trask, The American Expeditionary Forcesin 1918, (Washington, DC: No Publisher Listed,
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Anmer i cans combi ned courage and aggressiveness with tactics
abandoned by the British, French, and Germans in the first
years of the war. They nade no attenpt to fire and
maneuver, and while ultimtely successful, the price the

Marines paid in blood was substanti al .

Wiy the Anerican Arny Failed to Evol ve

It woul d appear, based upon the tactical nethods
enpl oyed by U S. Soldiers and Marines, that the reports of
the battlefield observers had little inpact upon the
tactical devel opnment of the AEF. The Anericans in their
first engagenents executed tactics by now consi dered
ineffective by European armes. It is not |ikely however,
that the reports of observers were totally ignored, instead
there were other, nore significant factors influencing the
tactical doctrine of the AEF.

Ameri can | eadershi p, nost particularly General
Pershing, who al one was the nost influential individual
shaping U. S. doctrine during the war, understood that
tactics in the nodern battlefield environment had changed. 3’
H s understanding aligned with the one clear thene that

could be universally extracted fromthe observer reports.

37 James W. Rainey, “Ambivalent Warfare: The Tactical Doctrine of the AEF in World War |,” Parameters,
Journal of the US Army War CollegeVoal 111, no3 (1983)
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The American shortfall was not a failure to recognize the
change, it was a failure to accurately interpret and adapt
to the change.

At the tinme of Wrld War |, the United States Arny did
not have an established system for the devel opnent of
doctrine. The current doctrine devel opnent center,
Training and Doctrine Command, did not exist at the tine.
An analogy to this mght be forned by considering a nodern
day commander attenpting to sort through information
regardi ng eneny activity without the benefit of an
intelligence section. Wile conclusions may be drawn based
on the massive anmount of disorganized information provided,
they are likely to be inaccurate and influenced by that
i ndi vi dual * s background, ideas, and prejudices. Ceneral
Pershing and the AEF, blindfol ded by poor insight to the
nature of the problem conpletely mssed the mark

The reports of the battlefield observers, far from
being ignored, were likely read by officers in the Wr
Departnment who woul d distribute the information as they saw
fit to those who m ght have had an interest in the
information contained. For instance, the nmassive anount of
detail ed description concerning the construction of field

fortifications would have been distributed to arny
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engi neers. I n another case, information regarding nobile
field kitchens or providing fodder for horses would have
been forwarded to the quarternmasters. This process however
was haphazard and far froma disciplined evaluation of the
material wth an eye for applicability to the U S. Arny.
In the case of the devel opnent of doctrine for the attack,
interpretation of the reports was not subjected to a
process designed to determ ne requirenents or to refine
tactics. The interpretation of reports would be nmade by

i ndi vidual readers. The nmeaning, as it related to future
U.S. involvenent in the conflict, was therefore subject to
i naccurate interpretation. 1In this regard these reports,
rat her than enlightening, may have been a key elenent in

t he m sgui dance of the American Arny. This is especially
true when the content of articles |ike Captain Laffargue’s
i s consi dered.

The strategic position of the United States up until
the final nonths prior to its entry into the conflict may
have had bearing on the use of the observer reports. The
observers with the French arny suggested that sone of the
information they were gathering regarding the effectiveness
of machi ne guns m ght prove useful to the United States in
future “colonial conflicts.” This drives home the point of

fact that nost Anericans did not believe the United States
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woul d get involved in the war in Europe. The United States
Arnmy until 1917 was not even preparing for fighting in
Europe. Wth this prevailing attitude it would have been
difficult to generate the interest, or nore inportantly the
resources required, to enbark upon a serious review of the
changi ng doctrine in Europe based upon the reports of
battl efield observers. To imagi ne the next step of
translating this effort into determ ning the doctrinal
requi renents for an Arny of the United States, which by the
end of 1918 woul d becone so large it would have been
uni magi nabl e by even the nost visionary nen of the tine, is
unreal i stic.

What the United States had instead of a conbat
devel opnent system was General Pershing, a strong wlled
man with a well-established opinion concerning the nature
of tactical doctrine in nodern war. General Pershing
recogni zed the futility of trench warfare and under st ood
the smal |l advances represented by westing a trench-1ine
fromthe German defenders would not win victory on the
operational or strategic level. He was further convinced
that the French, and to a | esser extent the British, worn
out fromthree years of fighting, had becone overly
conservative in their concern over casualties. The French

were basing their offensive tactical doctrine on the skills

39



required to fight in the trenches with |ittle consideration
of what |ay beyond. 38

Ceneral Pershing resisted the French nethod of
training, which he viewed to be limted and narrow, as
vigorously as he resisted European overtures suggesting
amal gamati on. Pershing believed, accurately enough, that
victory lay in success beyond the trenches. He
under esti mat ed, however, the significance of the chall enge
the trenches posed. In this regard, the attitude of
Ceneral Pershing at the begi nning of Anerican invol venent
was not unlike that of European generals in 1914. He
focused his attention on the operational |evel wthout
considering the prohibitive tactical difficulties.

To inspire the aggressive attitude anong Ameri cans he
deened essential for victory and in recognition of the need
to fight beyond the trenches, General Pershing insisted on
training for what he called “open warfare.” Open warfare,
whi ch focused on the capability and él an of the individua
rifleman, was envisioned by Pershing as the key to the
defeat of the eneny once the fluidity of the battlefield

had been re-established.

38 General John J. Pershing, My Experiences In The World War Vol 11 (New Y ork: Fredrick A. Stokes
Company, 1931) . General Pershing’sinsistence that Americans train independently was based upon his
strong belief that the French had become defensive minded. Thisthemeisrepeated throughout his book
and in his correspondence throughout the war.
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There were two shortfalls to General Pershing’ s
insistence on training for open warfare. The first
shortfall as indicated earlier was in the accuracy of
CGeneral Pershing s assessnent of effective tactics. The
Ceneral’s concepts when conpared to the direction of
tactics to date in the war were wong. According to
Pershing, in open warfare the role of the rifleman and
musketry on the battlefield was the key to success.
Machi ne guns, grenades and automatic riflenen, relied upon
to an increasing extent by all European armes at the tine,
wer e consi dered the weapons the French would favor for
their short-sighted, trench focused efforts and were
t heref ore unappreciated by General Pershing.?3°

CGeneral Pershing s concepts of the requirenents for
success on the nodern battlefield aligned with the main
theme of the article by Captain Laffargue. General
Pershing in a simlar manner to Captain Laffargue
chanpi oned the capabilities of the rifleman and di scusses
t he absol ute requirenment for aggressively pressing the
attack. However, not surprisingly, the General did not
appreci ate the use of machine guns in the attack, the

coordi nation required between infantry and artillery, or

39 James W. Rainey, “Ambivalent Warfare: The Tactical Doctrine of the AEF in World War 1,” Parameters,
Journal of the US Army War CollegeVal |11, no3 (1983)
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the need for increased firepower in the hands of the
infantry.

The second shortfall in General Pershing s insistence
on open warfare was in its inplenentation. As generals
of ten do, General Pershing spoke in broad sweeping
generalities rather than specifics. For exanple, he did
not articulate specific details on battalion |level training
and techni ques for open warfare, as no general officer
woul d. On the other hand he was quick to recogni ze tactics
and training he considered msaligned with his concept and
he applied i nmedi ate i nfluence to correct these shortfalls.

Hi s book, My Experiences, is filled with many exanpl es of

hi s correspondence to the United States expressing concerns
regarding the focus of training efforts for entry-1Ievel
soldiers. In applying such pressure, General Pershing, who
did not hesitate to relieve commanders he believed

i nconpetent, w elded trenendous influence on the direction
of U S. tactical doctrine devel opnent. This influence
served nore to crush creative thought than to enhance

i nnovation and |l eft his subordi nates wonderi ng what the
General really neant by open warfare and how to inpl enent

his broad based direction in actual training.*°

40 James W. Rainey, “Ambivalent Warfare: The Tactical Doctrine of the AEF in World War 1,” Parameters,
Journal of the US Army War College Vol 111, no3 (1983)
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Aside fromthe deficiencies involving the |lack of a
conbat devel opnent system preventing nmaxinm zation of the
utility of the observer’s reports, the AEF was faced by two
rel ated, al nost insurnountabl e obstacles in devel opi ng
effective doctrine. The first obstacle was tine and the
second the experience of the Arnmy as a whol e.

VWhat the AEF acconplished in a tinme period of
approxi mately ei ghteen nonths was staggering. The Anmerican
Arnmy and Marine Corps transforned fromranking 16'" in the
world in 1917 to fielding an army across an ocean t hat
contained, by the fall of 1918, nore than a mllion nen.
Organi zi ng, equi ppi ng, noving, and sustaining an Arny of
this magni tude al one was an incredible feat. Establishing
school s and providing training of any quality was yet again
anot her nonunental effort. This is especially true when
one considers the Arny was engaged in fighting simultaneous
with its nobilization. Wth so nany focuses of effort
conbi ned with pressure fromthe sagging Allies to rush as
many nen forward as possible to the front, it is of little
surprise the AEF did not have the tine initially to take a
hard | ook at refining offensive tactics. Everyone was so
busy getting to the fight that the concerns of howto
execute woul d have to be addressed only when they becane an

i mredi at e and pressing concern.
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The problemthe AEF faced in providi ng adequate
training for a rapidly nobilized arny was not unique to the
Anmerican effort in the war. The Germans had experienced
the same problens in 1914. The description of their

experiences in Gudnundssons’s Storntroop Tactics aligns

remarkably with | ater accounts of the American experience.

“The maj or deficiency of the units in the Fourth Arny
lay in the area of training. |In the course of the nonths
of August and Septenber 1914, the volunteers had been
trained by officers and NCOs | argely ignorant of nodern
warfare...Many were new to the | atest nodel (ML898) Mauser
rifle and tactics that had been devel oped to nake the nost
of its virtues. As a result, the training that was
inparted to the eager young nmen in surplus dark blue
uni fornms consisted nostly of close order drill and bayonet
fighting.”

The second obstacle the AEF woul d have to overcone in
refining doctrine was the overall experience level of its
Arnmy. The U S. Arny was far fromprofessional. 1In fact it
was so small that the professionals could not even be said
to constitute the core around which the rest of the
organi zation grew. Many of the professionals who conprised
the pre-war Arny did not prove effective in the AEF and
were fired by CGeneral Pershing. Sone of these nmen were
merely old nmen who | acked the aggression and physica
stam na to conpete at the young man’s ganme. Qhers | acked

the nental agility to keep pace with the requirenments of

such a large arny at war.



Wth so nuch general inexperience, which would have
been especially pervasive at the conpany grade and j uni or
field grade |l evels, where the focus of tactics resides, it
is doubtful that many woul d recogni ze and understand the
need to validate or nodify U S. doctrine until first
contact with the eneny.

To the credit of the U S. Arny, once experience had
been gained on the battlefield, it exhibited the rapid
ability to change and adapt effective techniques for the
attack as was evident in the latter stages of the Meuse-
Argonne canpai gn. Perhaps this is an advantage of a non-
prof essional army that does not fight with ingrained
notions of how battle is or is not to be conduct ed.

Ef fective tactics were able to evolve rapidly in an arny
with little institutionalized tradition dictating the

manner in which tactics were execut ed.

Concl usi ons

Therefore, while the opportunity existed for the
United States to gain an advantage in the evol ution of
tactical doctrine through its battlefield observers the
potential was never realized. Gven the clinmate of genera

tactical confusion resident anong all European arm es at
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the time, the shortfalls in the substance of the observers’
reports is certainly understandable. No arny engaged prior
to the depl oynent of the AEF, to include the Gernmans,
produced a viable solution to the chall enges of trench
war f ar e.

As the United States engaged, tactical doctrine in the
war arguably reached a fourth and final stage. Follow ng
the third phase, which was nore or |ess that of siege
warfare, the potential appeared for a return to a nore
fluid battlefield environnent. This was made possi bl e
t hrough both German storntroop tactics and allied tactics
of fire and maneuver capitalizing on conbined arnms attacks
enpl oying tanks and aircraft. The AEF, after overcom ng
its initial shortfalls in tactical conpetence inproved as
rapidly as any ot her arny engaged.

This does not inply the U S. effort to send observers
to the battlefields was wasted and the only val uabl e
| essons to be | earned are gai ned through personal
experience. Wiat it does suggest is that there needed to
have been a systemin place to make sense of information
provi ded t hrough observers and conpare the refined
information to current doctrine and tactical practices.

This lesson is as relevant today as it was eighty

years ago. Many consider the advances in technol ogy that
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chal I enged the doctrine of the day to constitute a
revolution in mlitary affairs. |If this was the case one
must recogni ze the rapidly advanci ng technol ogy of today
coul d generate or influence a revolution in mlitary
affairs that woul d make our current doctrine obsol ete.
This revolution could potentially be denonstrated on a
nodern battlefield in a conflict without U S. direct
involvenent. In this situation, having trained observers
on the ground and the anal ysis apparatus in place to
accurately assess the inpact of new technol ogy coul d

determ ne success or failure in future war.
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