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Abstract

This thesis examines the influence of the Boer W&99 — 1902 upon tactics and training in the
regular British Army 1902 — 1914. The work argukat several key lessons drawn from South
Africa became the tactical cornerstones for infgnartillery and cavalry throughout the pre-First
World War period and shaped the performance oteF. during the early battles of 1914. The
experience of combat against well armed oppositiotine Boer War prompted the British Army to
develop improved tactics in each of the three msgovice arms. For example, infantry placed new
emphasis on dispersion and marksmanship; cavalrgroved their dismounted work and
reconnaissance skills; and artillery adopted methaidconcealment and strove to improve accuracy
and co-ordination. Across the army as a whole, gékperience of combat lead to an overall
downgrading of the importance of drill and obednmeplacing it instead with tactical skill and
individual initiative. In addition, the thesis alexamines the impact of the Boer War upon overall

British Army doctrine and ethos.

The process of reform prior to the First World Waas marked by wide ranging debates upon the
value of the South African experience, and notledsons drawn from the conflict endured, with

tactical restructuring being further complicateddhanges of government and financial restrictions.
Nevertheless, key lessons such as dispersion, manrship, concealment and firepower were
ultimately retained and proved to be of great valugng initial clashes against the Germans in 1914
Additionally, the Boer War caused the British t@g# new emphasis upon overall training of the
individual, allowing advanced tactical skills to meulcated more easily than had been possible in

earlier years.

However, the short duration of the conventionaliqeeiof the Boer War meant that there was less
opportunity to derive operational lessons for fatemployment. Furthermore, the colonial policing
role of the British Army and the likelihood of srhakale deployments meant that developing an
operational doctrine was of less immediate valu tbnsuring flexibility and tactical skill.  This
meant that the British Army took a somewhat skewedelopmental path in the 1902 — 1914. The
process of reform ultimately produced a highly ddhale force that was tactically skilled, but which

was ill-prepared for the operational complicatiposed by large scale deployment.

While the Boer War was the principal factor in iy reform during the 1902 — 1914 period, there
were additional influences at work, including exdespfrom the Russo-Japanese War 1904 — 1905
and various ideas drawn from the armies of theigent. However, this thesis argues that while
these outside influences contributed to ongoingatielthey did not offer any particular fresh ideas

and were therefore of less importance than the Bésrin shaping British Army development.
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Introduction and Literature Review

The 1902 — 1914 period was one of the most crititaéhe history of the development of the British
Army to that date. In the twelve years betweenethe of the Boer War and the outbreak of the First
World War, the army underwent vast and importaganisational and tactical reforms that ultimately
produced, in the words of historian John Dunlopjritomparably the best trained, best organised,
and best equipped British Army which ever wenttdd war.* The Boer War 1899 — 1902 played
an important part in creating this elite force. eT$hock of battlefield defeat dispelled the aura of
complacency that had settled over the British Aduaying the years of easy victories against crudely
armed foes during the Victorian era. Faced witteeined and well armed opponents in unusual
climatic conditions, the British were forced to mmt the key tactical problem of how to cross the
fire swept zone in an age of smokeless ammunitimhraagazine rifles. The shock of new conditions
led to a series of disturbing defeats in the epdst of the war. Although the army was ultimately
able to adapt and overcome the Boers, the duratimhcost of the war led to public outcry and
searching introspection within the military. Futore, the hostile attitude of continental powers
such as France, Germany and Russia during theeftaBritain feeling especially vulnerable. In this
respect, the conflict in South Africa provided #& impetus to undertake a thorough overhaul of the

British Army in the years following the end of thenflict.

However, while many historians have identified B®er War as being a catalyst for change and
reform in the British Army, this has tended to feaypon organisational level reform, as charactérise
by the creation of the Territorial Army and the @eal Staff? Other writers have commented upon
the tactical skill demonstrated by the British B4, but have neglected or referred only in pasting
the role of the Boer War in developing the armyttis level?> Some historians have even seen the
South Africa experience as a negative influehceThe comparative lack of detailed study of the
influence of the Boer War upon tactics in the 19021914 period represents a gap in the
historiography. This in turn has led to recentdrisal studies of the B.E.F. of 1914 offering only
vague assertions that the Boer War had playedeaimdiactical reformi. Therefore, it is the aim of
this thesis to analyse the extent to which theebitbnflict in South Africa shaped the tactical and

operational development of the British Army 190014

! Dunlop, JohnThe Development of the British Army 1899-18#éthuen, London, 1938) p.305

2 Teagarden, Ernedtlaldane at the War Office: A Study in Organizatiord Managemen{New York, Gordon
Press, 1976); Tyler, J.E he British Army and the Continet®04-1914London, Edward Arnold & Co, 1938);
Bryce Poe II, “British Army Reforms 1902 — 1914"Military Affairs 31(3), 1967, pp.131 - 138

3 For example, Terraine, Johvipns: The Retreat to VictofyVare, Wordsworth Editions, 2000 reprint)

* Searle, G.RThe Quest for National Efficiency: A Study in BfitiPolitics and Political Thought 1899-1914
(Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1971) p.50

® Neillands, RobinThe Old Contemptibles: The British Expeditionar§14, (London, John Murray, 2004)
pp.100, 136, 138



The terms doctrine, strategy, operations and tactitl be used throughout this thesis and it is
important to define their meaning. The meaninghelse phrases has altered subtly since they were
first introduced, and thus modern definitions Wil used to avoid confusion. Military doctrinettie
words of Stephen Badsey, “...means the prescrig@téng out of the courses of action the armed
forces should follow®. In the 2% century the definition of military doctrine hasnee to mean
centralised, written guidelines for the conduct noilitary operations and tactics, and it is this
definition that will be used throughout this worldilitary strategy is the question of how to fight
wars and win campaigns using the military forceailable to an army. Operations relate to the
handling of armies and larger formations such apscand divisions during campaigns and in battle.
Tactics refer to the manner in which lower levetniations, typically brigade level and below,

actually fight in battle. Unless otherwise statibse definitions will be used throughout this kvor

While the Boer War was a key element in the devekt of tactics in the 1902 — 1914 period, there
were additional factors which shaped the tactieédbrm of the British Army. The Russo-Japanese
War 1904-1905 distracted attention away from thatlSd\frica experience and instead towards a
conflict between two modern, regular armies equipjpe the European style. Observers from
Europe’s armies flocked to study the war in Man@hutheir reports and observations sparking
considerable debate within the British Army. Bl reformists and the more traditionally minded
within the British Army used the conflict in the r=&ast to provide evidence to support their
respective cases. However, as with South Afrlvaaipparent lessons from the war were not as clear-
cut as some writers at first believed, and debatgimued’ The ambiguous nature of the lessons
from the Russo-Japanese War meant that Europeé#aried tended to use the examples to confirm
existing ideas rather than change their thinkingthe case of the British Army, this meant thaflevh
the Manchurian conflict had relatively little diteienpact upon tactics, it served as a prism through
which many of the earlier Boer War lessons wergvgt  Furthermore, as the period drew on and
Britain became linked more closely through alliatneeFrance, a third influence began to emerge
upon the army, particularly the artillery, as Fienlsinking filtered through into the British milita

As war with Germany became ever more likely thergxa of the French, also preparing for a war
with the Germans, drew attention from the Royallléry who began to wonder whether their tactical
and operational ideas were suitable for continemgafare. French infatuation with the offensivecal
filtered into elements of the British Army, lendimgedence to arguments from traditional thinkers

who rejected the arguments of the revisionist bkegr school.

Thus in addition to the combat experience of therBar, several other influences were contributing

to British tactical and operational thought in tyears preceding the First World War. However,

® Badsey, Stepheloctrine and Reform in the British Cavalt$80-1918 (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2008) p.3
" Keith Neilson, “That Dangerous and Difficult Erteise: British Military Thinking and the Russo-Japae
War” in War and Society9(2), 1991, p.31



historical analysis of this vitally important pedidor the British Army has largely focused upon the
strategic and larger organisational reforms thatewenderway at the same time. Studies of the
reforms of Haldane and the creation of the BritiStpeditionary Force have shed light upon the
organisation of the army without examining theitattchanges that were also being deb&t&uhile
some aspects of tactical reform have receivedtaitefrom historians, notably within the cavalrydan
at operational level, wider analysis of tacticstle British Army has been lacking, with only a
handful of studies touching on this large and ingoarissue. Although the British Expeditionary
Force of 1914 has often been praised by historfansts high levels of training and impressive
marksmanship, the process by which it grew andldped tactically from the Victorian army which
had received repeated defeats at the hands ofdéies Bs a comparatively neglected field of stutty.

is the intention of this thesis to help fill thiagin the historiography of the British Army.

While the Boer War 1899 — 1902 ultimately provigeduge shock for the British Army, at the outset
of war there appeared to be little cause for cancéndeed, the conflict appeared, on paper, ta be
mismatched struggle. On one side stood the twdl 8oar republics of Transvaal and Orange Free
State, principally agrarian nations, with armiemposed almost entirely of irregular militia calledt

by the government in times of crisis. Opposingrtheas the might of imperial Britain, commanding
the greatest empire on earth, able to deploy regrdaps from stations around the globe as well as
able to draw upon volunteers from her white dormeiof Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Yet
the war would prove to be by far the largest andtnsostly of all the colonial campaigns fought by
Victorian Britain. Victory over the two Boer Redids only came after a long and bitter struggle tha
left substantial parts of South Africa devastate@ver the course of the war the forces of théidri
Empire suffered some 22,000 casualties suppresbmgesistance of the Boers in a conflict that

lasted almost three years.

The cost and duration of the war were all the nstrecking given the string of virtually unbroken
successes that the British Army had hitherto ergdypeearlier colonial wars. The Victorian era was
marked by a staggering number of these “small waFs3r example, from 1838 to 1868, Britain was
involved in at least one war every year except 186&n it came close to hostilities with the United
States over thdrent affair’? In fact, the Boer War of 1899 — 1902 marked tB€"2out of 230
imperial conflicts that would be fought during \bd@a’s reign’® These wars were fought in an
enormous variety of geographical and climatic cbods, from the deserts of Egypt and the Sudan, to

the jungles of Burma or the forests of New Zealarithe variety of terrain was matched by the varied

8 For example, Teagarderaldane at the War Offic&yler, The British Army and the Contine@ooch, John,
The Plans of War: The General Staff and Britishitslily Strategy ¢.1900 — 19#.ondon, Routledge, 1974)

°® Amery, Leo (ed.)The Times History of the War in South Afriiagndon, Sampson Low, Marston and
Company, 1905), Vol.2, p.9

19Wessels, Andre (ed)ord Roberts and the War in South Africa 1899-1@82oud, Army Records Society,
2000) p.xiii



nature of Britain’'s enemies, from the Egyptian &ikh armies, trained and organised on European
lines, to the primitively armed but highly discipdid Zulus, to the fanatical and reckless Dervishes.
However, in general the quality of military oppawmit faced in these campaigns was not up to the
standard of the British army, although its opposemere capable of forcing hard fighting and even
inflicting the occasional defeat. Neverthelesss technological and organisational advantage
possessed by the British Army typically proved die@, and in wars from 1857 onwards, British
forces only lost 100 men killed in a single actiauice prior to the Boer War, whereas their foegmft

suffered severe casualti€s.

The wide variety of colonial experience was wdllstrated by two campaigns that took place in
different corners of the empire in 1898, a yeaolethe outbreak of the Boer War. In the Sudan, a
British force aiming to re-establish control of thalatile region fought the Battle of Omdurman, in
which an Anglo-Egyptian army of around 25,000 maoefl a Mahdist army of over 40,000. The
Mahdists attacked in close formation across openrgt and were met by a well formed British line,
which initially fired by volley. Despite their coage and fanaticism, the Dervishes were simply
annihilated by superior firepower. By the endhe battle the Mahdist army had suffered over 20,000
casualties, with almost 10,000 killed, comparegugs over 100 men killed suffered by the Britf$h.
Conversely, from 1897-98, thousands of miles awayhe notorious North West Frontier of India,
British and Indian troops fought the Tirah campaigmsidered at the time to be the most tryingesinc
the Mutiny’® As in the Sudan, tribal attacks in the open wireastated by magazine fire, but the
Afridi tribesmen soon began to employ skirmishiagtics using modern breech loading weapons,
and were able to inflict a number of casualtiekat range, while suffering few in retuth.Volley

fire, devastating in the Sudan, was of little ugaimast fleeting targets, and close order formations
were dangerous and impractical. Instead, oneasfficho fought in the campaign stated, “In hill-
fighting, covermustbe taken advantage of’. The local difficulties of the fighting necessédta
rough guide to tactics being circulated to troopsthie field while the operations continu€d.
Ultimately, although both campaigns ended in Brmitisctory, the methods necessary to achieve
success were strikingly different and illustrate themendous difficulties of formulating a doctrine

that would be appropriate for all possible everitigsl

M |an Beckett, “The South African War and the Lafetdfian Army” in Davis & Grey (edsJhe Boer War:
Army, Nation and EmpiréCanberra, Army History Unit, 2000) p.33

12 Cyril Falls, “The Reconquest of the Sudan, 18988I'8n Bond, Brian (ed.Yictorian Military Campaigns
(London, Tom Donovan, 1967) pp.299-301

13 Tim Moreman, “The British and Indian Armies andrMoWest Frontier Warfare 1849-1914"Journal of
Imperial and Commonwealth HistoRPp(1), 1992, p.49

14 Captain H.R Mead, “Notes on Musketry Training 06@ps” inJournal of the Royal United Services Institute
42 (1899) p.235

5 Major General Sir W.F. Gatacre, “A Few Notes om @haracteristics of Hill Fighting in India” ifournal of
the Royal United Services Institutd (1899) p.1072

8 Moreman; Northwest Frontier WarfareJICH 20(1), 1992p.52



The Sudan and Tirah campaigns were particularlyifségnt for the British in that they demonstrated
the potential problems posed by the latest imprarémin firepower. Omdurman demonstrated the
risks entailed in attack across open ground agairise armed with modern weaponry, while Tirah
showed the difficulty of engaging a well armed f@leo refused to fight in the open. The lessons of
Tirah could have been of particular use for thai®riin the early part of the Boer War, but despite
being involved in more combat than any other Euaoparmy throughout the 1880s and 1890s, the
variety of campaigns and their small scale meaait tinless a disaster occurred they tended to leave
little mark on the army as a whole. In additiacK of a general staff or any real doctrinal guaan
from the top down meant that any learning from ¢hexperiences was limited. Although faced with
a profusion of wars from which to draw examplegrénwas no formal system for disseminating
tactical lessons drawn from combat to the wideryarhile prior combat experience could have a
positive effect on individual units, it generalladlittle influence outside the regiments and effsc

that had fought in the action.

With no real system of disseminating tactical kredge outside of unit and theatre, the majority of
the army was forced to rely upon the drill booksl astandard training to prepare it for war.
Unfortunately, training throughout this period etigreatly in quality and practicality. Despite th
profusion of wars which the army had been callednujp fight during the Victorian period, attitudes
towards field training were slow to catch up. A8B3 official work,Life in the Ranks of the English
Army,described drilling and guard work as “by far thesiionportant (duties) that the private soldier
has to do”, while including no mention whatsoevérshooting or field craft! Victorian drill
manuals varied in quality and provided little olkeguidance for regimental officers, and indeed

frequently contradicted one another on fundamentatiples'®

Training and tactics were further limited by a lafkground over which to conduct manoeuvres and
the constant need to supply drafts for India, redut¢he number of men available for company
training. Under such circumstances, individualnireg of the men focused upon gymnastics to
improve the soldier physically and drill to inculeaa strong sense of disciplitte. This produced
sturdy soldiers who were noted for their quiet eadoe of hardship and pluck in the face of
adversity, but left serious gaps, particularly wiggard to field craft and musketry. Marksmanship
was a notable problem, with miserly allowances raicpce ammunition preventing the development
of individual accuracy in most regiments. Instedgid fire control tactics were endorsed and wlle
fire was employed in most circumstances, despige ftitt that these methods had been proved

inadequate in Tirah and in earlier conflicts agaihe Boers.

" Quoted in DunlopThe Development of the British Army 1899-19137
18 Gooch,The Plans of Warpp.27-28
19 Grierson, J.M.Scarlet into Khaki(London, Greenhill, 1988 reprint) p.173



Although the British Army was forced to preparefigght a variety of opponents, it found itself ill-
equipped for the unusual style of combat thrustupon the Boer War. The depressingly flat nature
of much South African terrain gave excellent fielofsfire for the latest rifles, while smokeless
powder and exceptionally long ranges made the Baerstually invisible foe. However, years of
North West Frontier fighting and the recent Tirampaign had highlighted a number of the problems
that would be faced in South Africa, particularbgarding the inadequacy of volley fire and the need
for greater fieldcraft and individual skill. Whikae unusual conditions found in South Africa were
undoubtedly contributory factors, the early defeaiffered by the British Army during the Boer War
were also due to faulty tactics, the inadequatmitrg of much of the army, and the inability to

disseminate useful tactical lessons drawn fromrdal@xperiencé’

The opening moves of the Boer War saw the BoeradewWatal, defeating British forces stationed
there and laying siege to them in Ladysmith, wRkilaultaneously besieging the western towns of
Mafeking and Kimberly. Forces despatched fromdamito South Africa under the overall command
of Sir Redvers Buller moved against the besiegingrB in December, only to meet a trio of separate
defeats in offensive battles over the course @& flays, a period dubbed ‘Black Week’ by the British
press. These humiliating reverses prompted a fiéstofi command of British forces in South Africa,
with the venerable but highly respected Lord Rabdespatched to take supreme command of the
armies in South Africa. Roberts was able to lemdhaasion of first the Orange Free State and then
Transvaal, occupying their respective capitals s@eming to scatter the Boer armies before him.
With the Boer Republics overrun, the war appeaodukteffectively over by mid-1900. Lord Roberts
returned to England and command passed to his ©hiefaff, Lord Kitchener. However, although
the conventional war was over, the Boers refusedctmowledge defeat and instead turned to a
guerrilla campaign that was to continue withouttefyent for another two years. Frustrated by the
duration of the war and the elusive nature of tberBe.ommandos, the British resorted to increasingly
brutal methods to suppress the insurgency. Thieypof burning farms believed to be supporting
commandos had been originally been implementedruinoiel Roberts, but it was widely extended
under Kitchener to deny supplies to the Boer gliesti The scorched earth policy displaced large
numbers of Boer civilians who were herded into emiation camps, where poor conditions and high
mortality rates caused public outrage in Britaid &t a lasting legacy of bitterneSsAllied to these
controversial policies, the British Army conduct@dumber of drives across the country, aiming to
catch the small Boer commandos amongst convergirng$. However, the vast geography of South

Africa meant that these operations only became tefflective after the ‘Blockhouse’ system was

2 For criticism of pre-Boer War training, see MafakV.A Pollock, “The Battle Drill of Infantry”, inJournal of
the Royal United Services Institut2(1), 1898, pp.540, 554. For the impact of fatdctics in the Boer War,
see ‘A British Officer’,An Absent Minded Wa¢London, John Milne, 1900), pp.8-9.

2L Hall, Darrell, The Hall Handbook of the Anglo-Boer War 1899 — 1¢P&termaritzburg, University of Natal
Press, 1999) p.152
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introduced. The construction of large blockhoused deprived the Boers of mobility and allowed
the British to pin them against fixed fortificatmn Ultimately, the relentless pressure imposed by

these policies finally forced the remainibigtereinderBoers to the conference table in May 1902.

Although the war proved to be long and costly, Brgish Army showed its capacity for in-theatre
learning throughout the conflict. The clashesBiBtk Week” were particularly poorly handled, with
the battles of Colenso and Magersfontein offerixgngples of the flawed British tactical approach in
the early part of the waf. In both cases, lack of mounted troops deprihedBritish of the ability

to outflank the Boers, and instead they were forogal frontal attacks. The unexpected conditions
created by smokeless powder made reconnaissarfailtifmaking effective artillery preparation
problematical. In both battles, the failure toritiy the main Boer position led to the artillery
wasting time and ammunition shelling empty areafficting minimal casualties and merely alerting
the Boers to the impending assault. Once thelattiaegan, the British infantry were first stopped a
then pinned down by the volume of rifle fire frononcealed Boers. Nevertheless, the British
gradually learned from their defeats and changeil #pproach. Lord Roberts favoured using widely
extended infantry to pin down the Boers with froratdacks, while British mounted forces turned the
flanks? The Boers had little inclination towards closentat, and typically chose to withdraw once
they became aware they had been outflanked. Thiswictories at a low cost, but also allowed the
Boers to escape relatively intact, allowing thenadwopt guerrilla tactics from the latter part oD09
onwards. In Natal, the rugged terrain made sumhkihg attacks more difficult, and Buller’'s army
was forced to fight through Boer positions stepstgp. Although the army suffered stinging defeats
at Colenso, Spion Kop and Vaal Krantz, it learnexnf its experiences and devised a new tactical
approach based upon close co-operation betweemtipfand artillery. This culminated in the series
of battles for control of Tulega Heights in Febyrd©00 that ultimately broke the Boer siege of
Ladysmith®* British artillery fire plans were carefully orgaad, and in contrast to the preparatory
bombardments of 1899, the guns continued to fiujpport of the advancing infantry to the very last

minute, suppressing the Boer riflemen and allowtireginfantry advance to storm the enemy position.

Although the British were able to adapt tacticadlyd ultimately defeat the Boers, the length and
difficulty of the struggle laid bare numerous stgital and tactical weaknesses, as well as serious
organisational flaws. The immense difficulty thefpssional British Army experienced in trying to
defeat an enemy composed almost entirely of uredamilitia raised grave doubts over its ability to

perform against a formally organised and trainedogeian foe. The exposure of tactical and

% For a particularly damning critique of these tvaitles, see Amery, L.S. (edhe Times History of the War in
South Africa Volume 2. (London, Sampson Low, Marston and Cawid®02), pp.386-415 and pp.433 — 458
respectively.

Z TNA WO 105/40 — “The Boer War Through German Géssgno pagination)

% Gillings, Ken,The Battle of the Thukela Heights: 12 — 28 Februt890(Randburg, Ravan Press, 1999) p.34
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operational shortcomings within all three servicariches of the British Army led to a great deal of
introspection in the immediate aftermath of theflictn Equipment, training and tactical thought al
underwent revision based upon the experience ofvtlrdn South Africa. Many preconceived ideas,
often based upon the study of the earlier Francgdtan War, did not survive the test of combat upon
the veldt. Equipment was revised and improved thednature of combat in an age of smokeless
powder and magazine rifles received debate anddemasion from within the service. The war did
not pass unnoticed by armies on the continent, farelgn writers, particularly in Germany, also
weighed in with their opinions on the perceivedstess of the wa?> However, the varied nature of
the fighting, encompassing siege operations, seepbattles and a protracted guerrilla campaign, al
taking place across a vast geographical area, raadlysis difficult. A consensus upon clear-cut
lessons did not immediately emerge, while intewiserrivalry, social snobbery and the continuing
struggle between cliques within the officer corpafased the issues still further. A further liniba
was the fact that the British Army lagged far behiine prestigious Royal Navy in allocation of funds
and resources. Reforms were set in motion, beudson and debate on the lessons to be learned
continued and some of the changes were not cahtedgh to their full potential, or were neglected
entirely. Indeed the 1902-1914 period was condigtecharacterised by a struggle between the
reformists and the traditionalists, not only withire British Army but also within Edwardian society
as a wholé® A disturbing sense of overall British declineusd in an impulse towards the idea of
‘national efficiency’ within the country to maintaiBritain’s place amongst rival continental and
world powers, with the poor performance in the B@éar serving to drive this feeling home within
the British Army.

In terms of existing literature on the subject, th&toriography of the Boer War and the period of
development within the British Army that followedrc be seen as having two distinct phases. The
earliest views upon the war emerged during and idiately after the conflict, providing the basis for
orthodox interpretations of the war that would ewedior over fifty years. In later years, the First
World War inevitably came to overshadow the Boerr\fad writing on the earlier conflict declined
as a result. Compared to the colossal bloodletting914-18, the struggle in South Africa seemed
trifling, and, in military terms, largely irrelevan The cultural legacy of the war, especially wugh
Africa, ensured its remembrance but amongst hasterthe conflict merited little work of note uril
growth in interest in the study of the late Victoriarmy began in the late 1960s and early 1976s. T

era marked the passing of the last few veteratiseofvars of the Icentury, including survivors of

% For example; Captain R. Trimmel, “South Africaaripaign” inJournal of the Royal United Service
Institute45(1) 1901, pp.182 - 190; Field Marshal Gustavaz&nhoffer, “A Retrospect of the War in South
Africa” in Journal of the Royal United Services Institutidb(1) 1901, pp.40 - 50; General Baron Colmar von
der Goltz, “What Can We Learn From the Boer War2Jaurnal of the Royal United Services Institutid6(2)
1902, pp.1533 - 1539; Lieutenant Colonel von LingeésV/hat Has the Boer War to Teach us as Regards
Infantry Attack?” inJournal of the Royal United Services Institutidid(1) 1903, pp.48 - 56

% For a comprehensive study of this issue, see SddmeQuest for National Efficiency

12



the Boer War, prompting a resurgence in studieth@fperiod. This second phase of interest saw a
number of searching academic analyses which clga@tkthe orthodox views that had emerged in the
immediate aftermath of the conflict, offering a maositive analysis of the Victorian army and its
performance in South Africa. Debate between omlagnd revisionist historians continues, but in
more recent years studies have tended to focusemiopsly neglected aspects of the war, such as the
combat experience of the Boers and the role ofnialccontingent$! Furthermore, the recent
centenary of the Boer War has produced a floodesif work on the subject, showing that the topic
still holds considerable interest for both histosiaand the publi€ Additionally, it is important to
note that the study of the Boer War has assumee gatitical aspect in post-apartheid South Africa.
Transvaal ceased to exist and the Orange Freel8satés distinctive Dutch ‘Orange’ in 1994, while
other Boer towns have received new post-colonialicAh names in the last ten years. The desire to
preserve Afrikaner identity through remembrance aonchmemoration of the war has produced
substantial writing in South Africa, work that anées sits uneasily with the new political agendgas o
the ‘Rainbow Nation’. In the 2lcentury the example of this war as a struggleMakaner freedom
from the oppressive British government carries otations that have allowed certain radical white

groups in the country to use it as a rallying aggiast black rule.

The first, orthodox interpretation of the Boer Waamerged while the conflict was still in progress.
The struggle produced voluminous literature, witle tvar proving immensely controversial and
prompting numerous authors and journalists to werglwith their opinions. An explosion of
literature emerged both during and after the wath well over 100 books on various aspects of the
conflict being produced in 1903 aloffe.Britain printed two multi-volume histories sooftea the
conflict, namely the seven-voluni@nmes History of the War in South AfrifgereafteiTimes History
principally edited by Leo Amery, and the eight-volutdestory of the War in South Africdereafter
Official History) edited by General Fredrick Maurice and oth€rsThe German General Staff also
chose to produce a history of the conflict, devatkdost entirely to the early, conventional stafe o
the war, with the guerrilla phase meriting jusiregke paragraph in a two-volume wotk.In addition

to these official works, numerous other books arittlas appeared on the causes of the war, its

2" For example; Pretorius, Fransjohaife on Commando during the Anglo-Boer War, 18902]9Cape Town,
Human & Rosseau, 1999); Miller, Carm&ainting the Map Red: Canada and the South Afridéar 1899-
1902 (Natal, University of Natal Press, 1998)

2 For an overview of centenary publishing, see Bdkson, “Waging Total War in South Africa: Some
Centenary Writings on the Anglo-Boer War, 1899 92'9n The Journal of Military History66(2) 2002,
pp.813-828

%9 Stephen Badsey, “Mounted Combat in the Second Bt in Sandhurst Journal of Military Studid$2)
(1992) p.11

% Amery, L.S. (ed.)The Times History of the War in South Afrizavols. (London, Sampson Low, Marston
and Company 1900-1909)

Maurice, Frederick, (ed.History of the War in South Africavolumes (London, Hurst & Blackett, 1906-1910)
3L Walter, W.H.H (translator)The German Official Account of the War in Soutticaf® vols.(London,
J.Murray, 1904-1906)
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course and particularly on the perceived failurethe British Army in its immediate aftermath. It
was hot until the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1@&5army and public attention was drawn from

the experience of battle on the veldt.

The two key printed sources for study of the mijitaspects of the Boer War are fhienes History
and theOfficial History. The Times Historywas initially planned to cash in upon the surgaiarest

in the Boer War amongst the British public and ashswas written for popular consumption.
However, by the time of the second volume the emsighhad changed to a desire to produce a
standard work that was academically rigorous, brgmains a lively and engaging read compared to
the more formabfficial History. For this reason th&imes Historyhas proved more enduring and
popular, but it must be used with certain reseoveti Leo Amery was the principal editor of the
Times Historyand was an ardent proponent of the need for tdatdorm within the British Army.
The work savages the pre-war Victorian army as dq@effective in combat against anyone other
than the most primitive foes, while commanders whme to grief on the veldt, especially Redvers
Buller, Charles Warren and Lord Methuen, are thbjesi of severe and remorseless criticism.
Amery singled out the early parts of Buller's Nataimpaign for particular attention, casting the
general as little more than a bumbling incompeteptesenting all that was wrong with pre-war army
thinking. Conversely, Lord Roberts, an army refernwho had Amery's support, received
considerable praise for his largely successfulsioraof the Boer Republics, standing in contrast to
the slow progress and repeated defeats of Bubens in Natal. One of Amery’s long-term goals in
producing the work was to promote wide-rangingtegiz and tactical reform of the British Army.
This was best served by championing the abilitieth® reformist Lord Roberts, portraying him as a
great general and indeed as the saviour of Britiglines in South Africa following Buller's debacle
The influence of Amery’s work in shaping views b&tBoer War should not be underestimated. The
harsh criticisms levelled by Amery toward the BifitiArmy and its combat performance essentially

set the tone for academic study of the war for desa

Amery’'s work may have been less influential had Bréish Official History provided a useful
counterpoint. This workvas edited by the military and provides a far digecount of the war than
the populaiTimes History. Original editor and forward thinker G.F.R Hendersiied with the work

at an early stage and it was passed on to Majoel@eirrederick Maurice. Numerous problems
emerged during production of the work, includingpeated delays imposed by the parsimonious
allocations of funds and staff by the Treasury.igi@ally planned as a searching and unbiased work
on the war, official interference and censorshijpped the teeth from the writets.For example, in

the interests of reconciliation with South Afrigalitical aspects of the war were to be avoidedrehe

32 |an F.W. Beckett, “The Historiography of Small WaEarly Historians and the South African War”Small
Wars & Insurgencie2(2), 1991, pp.289-290
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possible. Furthermore, the work suffers from bgingduced by men reluctant to criticise their fello
officers or the army as a whole. As such, the aots flat and offers little in the way of judgente

or analysis, instead presenting bald facts and&jlyi steering well away from criticism or comment
upon the actual of the conduct of the war. Crigpby censorship and delayed through lack of
resources, the work was far from the in-depth aisigf the conflict that had been planned when it
was originally commissioned. Lack of comment corelirwith lifeless prose caused tt¥éficial

History to become neglected in preference to the morealdadimes History.

Another major history to be written on the Boer Waaring the ‘official’ title was the two-volume
work produced by the German General Staff, traedlatrsions being published in Britain in 1904
and 1906. In contrast to the British works, itc@ncise and relatively sympathetic with regard to
Britain’s military performance. However, as prayity mentioned it is almost entirely focussed upon
the conventional stage of the war, the main naationcluding with the capture of Bloemfontein
with the subsequent events dealt with only in thHefest terms. Regarding the Boer War as little
more than an interesting colonial struggle andaa guide for future conflicts, the work arguesttha
there was little that had occurred in the strugbket altered the essence of modern corfibathe
authors were unimpressed with the idea that smekglewder and magazine rifles had shifted the
balance in favour of defence, noting that Britisisualties suffered during their defeats in the open
stages of the war were relatively small comparedht level of loss experienced in continental
conflicts such as the Franco-Prussian War. Indiwedwork suggests that British reluctance to accept
casualties as a necessity in any vigorous attack mvare to blame for their defeats than any
improvement in defensive firepower. In a similainy Lord Roberts’s invasion of the Boer Republics
is criticised for avoidance of direct combat ane@roreliance upon outflanking Boer positions. As an
example of European impressions of the natureefighting in South Africa it retains value, but it
abrupt end, virtually ignoring the later phase loé tvar, means it is less valuable overall than the

British produced histories.

In the immediate aftermath, and even sometimesewh@ war was still in progress, several histories
charting the course of the conflict were publiskedake advantage of widespread public interest in
the struggle. Several notable figures, includinghdr Conan Doyle, Alfred Thayer Mahan and

Winston Churchill published their own accounts bé twar. The quality of these works varies

enormously, from picture book histories to moredaeaic studies, although a weakness common to
many of them is their date of publication. Puldtiterest and enthusiasm for the war surged in the
aftermath of British reverses during “Black Week’ December 1899, reaching a peak with the
invasion of the Boer Republics in 1900. Many wonkese published to take advantage of this interest

and were written on the assumption that the falthef Transvaal and Orange Free State capitals

% Ibid, Vol.2, p.380
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marked the end of the war. With the Boxer Rebeliio China capturing the public imagination in
late 1900, interest in the Boer War waned. Addaity, the subsequent guerrilla phase of the war
lacked the grand sweep or glamour of the conveatiphase and thus was largely neglected in works
intended for popular consumption. Conan Doyle’skvbhe Great Boer Wastands as perhaps the
best of the early narratives of the conffitt.Conan Doyle had served as a volunteer physigian i
South Africa for several months in 1900 and usedesof the time to gather accounts from the war’s
participants. His work remains readable and lgrgelcurate, although it must be kept in mind that
Conan Doyle was a supporter of the British warrefdmd his writing reflects this fact. Neverthales
it does tackle some issues of military reform sashthe need for heavier artillery and rifles rather

than swords for cavalry, although the focus remamgroviding a narrative rather than analysis.

As distinct from narrative histories, in the aftetim of the Boer War a profusion of books and asicl
emerged professing to disseminate the militaryolessof the conflict. The quality and academic
standard of these works varied widely, but severalit greater study. For example, Leo Amery did
not content himself with his work on tAémes History and in 1903 publishe@lhe Problem of the
Army, based upon an edited and revised collection tafles that had first appeared Tine Times®
Amery pushes his agenda of army reform throughloeitviork, making regular reference to tactical
and strategic failures in the recent Boer War. Ansewriting reflects many of the common ideas for
reform that emerged in the aftermath of the wamelg the need for improved depot facilities, better
marksmanship and, especially, improvements initrgito emphasise a greater degree of initiative in
individual soldiers. The work is also keen to eaibe that a European war was not expected, and
that, with the possible exception of a war agaiRisssia over control of India, future conflicts waul
be colonial in nature and thus best served by dl,swell trained army rather than a mass army on
continental lines. Several other volumes discustne lessons of the conflict were published in the
years following the Boer War, often written by armifficers rather than civilians. Notable works
include the scathingn Absent Minded Wawhich lambasted pre-war training and attitudes| dne
more moderat&Var in Practice which praised British adaptability in South Afiieand urged that the
lessons be incorporated into future tactfcs?erhaps the most famous of all the tactical isestthat
were inspired by the Boer War The Defence of Duffer’'s Dritty Ernest Swinton. Written in the
style of a novel, the wortells the story of an unfortunate British lieutehaalled upon to defend
‘Duffer’'s Drift’ with his platoon. The officer tes several different approaches to the task, tmly
suffer repeated defeats at the hands of the Bddosvever, in the process, new lessons and tactical

points are revealed, ultimately allowing the offite achieve victory in the final chapter. The Wwor

34 Conan Doyle, ArthurThe Great Boer Waflondon, Smith & Elder, 1901)

35 Amery, Leo,The Problem of the Arn{jzondon, E.Arnold, 1903)

36 A British Officer’, An Absent Minded WafLondon, John Milne, 1900);

Baden-Powell, B.F.S)Var in Practice: Some Tactical and Other LessonhefCampaign in South Africa 1899
—1902(London, Ishister & Company, 1903)

16



remains in print and is still listed as recommendedding in both the British and American

militaries®’

Another prolific author immediately before and aftiee war was Colonel F.N. Maude of the Royal
Engineers. A theorist and historian of the NapoiledVars, Maude took a keen interest in military
developments in the 1890s and held views that Veegely traditional in their belief in the power of
close assault and strict discipline to maintainrfations while under rifle fir&® His views modified
somewhat following the Boer War, but even thendtained the belief that after the initial shock of
receiving rifle fire and reacting by seeking covtre British army proved victorious through a
willingness to charge with cold steel. Maude alsote on the fiercely contested topic of cavalry in
the aftermath of the wéar. His views on this arm were largely traditionalVhile not entirely
rejecting the use of dismounted action, Maude ewipbhd the value of mobility, speed and the
opportunities for a decisive charge which a mourtiehlry unit retained. The concept of mounted
infantry was rejected as an inefficient half measuMaude’s views are an interesting example of

traditionalist thinking during an era of large-sc#dctical reform.

In addition to books released for popular consuomptihe years after the Boer War saw a vast
number of articles in the journals of the armeaésr, particularly the Royal United Service Insétut
Journal and United Service Magazine. Pertinentighdd works were reviewed and criticised and a
considerable interchange of ideas occurred achespdges of these volumes, although as the Boer
War faded from memory and the Russo-Japanese Whrcentre stage, articles dealing specifically
with South Africa became rare. Nevertheless thenals of this era are an invaluable source of
information regarding mid and low level officer ojmn on organisation and tactics. In addition to
comment by British officers and observers on therB&ar, several articles by continental authors

were translated and published within the journgilang a European view of the conflitt.

As well as books and articles published at the timenumber of prominent officers published
memoirs after the First World War which sometimé®roinsights into the nature of the pre-1914

army. The weakness with many of these memoirsasthey are naturally concerned with the First

37 Swinton, E.The Defence of Duffer’s DrifAA few experiences in field defence for detachetspaisich may
prove useful in our next wgdkondon, Clowes, 1940 reprint)

¥ Maude, F.N.Military Letters and Essay@&ansas, Hudson Kimberley, 1895)

%9 Maude, F.N.Cavalry: Its Past and Futuré_ondon, Clowes, 1903)

“00n the Boer War, see for example:

Winston Churchill “Some Impressions of the War ough Africa” in Journal of the Royal United Service
Institution45(1), 1901, pp.835 — 804; Captain J. MarkhameRo4 essons to be Derived from the Expedition
to South Africa in Regard to the Best Organisatibthe Land Forces of the Empire” dournal of the Royal
United Service Institutiod5(1), 1901, pp.541 — 593; Major Balck, “The Lassof the Boer War and the
Battle-Working of the Three Arms” idournal of the Royal United Service Institutid®(2), 1904, pp.1271 —
1278; Lieutenant Colonel E. Gunter, (Translatét)German View of British Tactics in the Boer Wan' i
Journal of the Royal United Service Institutd®(1), 1902, pp.801 - 806
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World War, with memories and interest in the earlperiod fading. The memoirs of several
prominent military men such as lan Hamilton, WitiaRobertson and Horace Smith-Dorrien all
suffer to a greater or lesser extent from thid)aalgh some useful information on certain aspects of

the pre-1914 army can still be gleaned from them.

A more detailed account of the era is given in GanlReville Lyttleton’s memoirEighty Years of
Soldiering, Politics and Gamés. Although written after the First World War, Lygtbn had been
retired during the conflict and the memoir finishath the end of his army career before the outbrea
of the 1914 conflict. Lyttleton fought with somacsess under Buller in the Boer War and became
the first ever Chief of General Staff during thesppavar reforms. Lyttleton’s book rambles through a
number of topics but includes some interesting nlag®ns on training and education in the 1890s
and some of the tactical problems encountered talNring the war. However with regard to his
service as Chief of General Staff the work is disapting. Interestingly, Lyttleton never refershis
position by its formal title, instead simply pagsiih off as War Office work, which perhaps reveals
some of his distaste for the job or its perceivatus within the army at the time. The chaptehisn
work in this capacity is brief and indeed more timmedevoted to the discussion of his cricketing

career than his role as the first ever British €bfeGeneral Staff.

After the initial surge of publishing in the immati aftermath of the Boer War, the topic faded from
public interest and received little fresh historieaalysis. Historians still periodically returnéal
explore the subject in the decades that followet e influence of Leo Amery remained paramount
in these early studies; historians did little t@ldnge his interpretations and in some cases €aw n
reason to do so. For exampRuller's Campaignby Julian Symons openly acknowledged the
influence of Amery, arguing that the analysis ofdiRers Buller offered by th&imes Historywas
essentially correct and in no need of revisforthe work ends with Ladysmith relieved, but desote
the majority of its prose to the defeats at Coleard Spion Kop, offering little analysis of the

victories on the Tulega Heights that ultimatelydadhe siege.

Indeed, it was not until the 1970s that Amery'seiptetation of the war was subject to serious
academic challenge. As previously mentioned, @stein the Boer War and the late Victorian army
enjoyed resurgence during this period and the dersble number of works produced during this era
reflects this change. A critical work of this etiis Thomas Pakenham’s major revisionist stlidg
Boer War*® Pakenham’s work consciously attempted to brea& from the influence of Amery’s
Times Historyand instead offered a reinterpretation of the cangerformance of Redvers Buller,

arguing that during early defeats Buller was aimiaif circumstances beyond his control, concluding

“I Lyttleton, Neville,Eighty Years: Soldiering, Politics, Gam@ondon, Hodder & Stoughton, 1927)
2 Symons, JuliarBuller's Campaigr(London, Cressent Press, 1963)
3 pakenham, Thoma$he Boer WatLondon, Abacus, 1997 reprint)
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that after the initial setbacks, it was Buller’sngrwhich developed new, modern tactics that allowed
the British to achieve final victory. Converselygrd Roberts is criticised for his neglect of ldgis,
failure to deal the Boers a crushing blow in batded mistaken belief the war would end with the
capture of the Boer capitdl. Although a bestselling success, Pakenham’s wasklteen criticised
by some South African historians for promising mbcit delivering relatively little, particularly wit
regard to his assertion to tell the neglected stdrthe suffering of the black population duringe th
war. Additionally, Pakenham’s attempt to rehahibt Redvers Buller is not always entirely
convincing. While some of the criticism levelledBaller in the aftermath of the war may have been
unfair and ignored the difficulty of the situatidre found himself in, his feeble performance as a
strategist during the Natal campaign and as beile€ommander at Colenso, Spion Kop and Vaal
Krantz are hard to excuse. Furthermore, in attgyrgpab improve Buller's reputation, Pakenham is
sometimes overly critical of other officers suchLasd Roberts, John French and lan Hamilton. Yet
despite these flaws, Pakenham’s work challenge@xtsting historiography of the Boer War, forcing
future historians to go beyond Leo Amery’s earlierpretation. Subsequent works have continued
the efforts to rehabilitate commanders castigate@rnery, including revisionist studies of Buller by
Geoffrey Powell and Lord Methuen by Stephen Miffer.

Allied to the reinterpretation of British combatrflmance in South Africa, the army in the Victaria
era has also received greater academic study #iacE970s. Brian Bond'She Victorian Army and
the Staff College 1854-191das the first of these works and remains one ofnbet important for
exploring the course and nature of staff officairing during the 19and early 29 centuries® The
work was ground-breaking when first published aathains a key component for understanding
attitudes towards training and leadership withim dffficer class throughout this era. Bond touaires
numerous tactical issues and illustrates how augtatiove towards professionalism from the 1890s
onwards began to reshape the nature of the Brtighy. However, the work also argues that this
process remained painfully slow and that tradidod obstinacy hampered reform work right up until
the First World War. Complementing Bond’s workEslward Spiers’sThe Late Victorian Army
1868-1902 offering an overview of the history of the arnfedces in this period” The work is wide
ranging, covering the War Office and civil-militarglations as well as the nature of the fighting
forces themselves. Spiers argues that the arrthoualh often criticised for being hidebound and
retrograde in its thinking, was in fact effectivietlae roles it was expected to play within the navy

dominated Victorian military. Reforms were gradyahtroduced over the period as the army gained

4 |bid, pp.318-319

5 Powell, GeoffreyBuller: A Scapegoat? A Life of General Sir RedBaler 1839 — 1908London, Leo
Cooper, 1994)

Miller, Stephen M.Lord Methuen and the British Army: Failure and Reghi¢ion in South AfricgLondon,
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prominence but Spiers acknowledges that they vather limited in their impact. Concluding the era
in question, the Boer War shook the army and ifaiet that it still had much to learn, but its il

to expand to eventually win the war demonstratedr&ain degree of flexibility.

Building on these ideas, Howard Bailes has sugdesia the British Army in the years prior to the
Boer War was not the hidebound and antiquatedurisin that some of the more vociferous critics of
its combat performance tried to suggest. He iflestiseveral schools of thoughts within the late
Victorian army that were both highly educated anllyfaware of continental and technological
development8® More recently he has argued that British tactibaught in the era was moving
towards flexibility throughout the 1890s and thatly defeats were due to a failure to act in linthw
accepted British doctrine, although he does ackaedge that these ideas were at an early $tage.
Building upon the idea that tactical thought withthee British Army prior to the war was more
advanced than commonly believed is the work of mreman on fighting in the North West
Frontier region of Indid® Decades of combat against local tribes, ofterl aehed, in difficult
terrain had taught the British a number of valudesésons. However, Moreman argues that a failure
to disseminate these important ideas outside ofal :iumber of regiments regularly deployed on the
frontier meant that other regiments were forcetb#on through bitter experience. Although offering
interesting arguments the work of both historianghis field seems to suggest that while there were
strands of advanced tactical thinking within thenarthey had not achieved large scale acceptance by
the time of the Boer War. More recently, D.M. Leedas rejected the positive assessments of the
pre-Boer War army, using the example of the 189&aeavres to argue that the army was
operationally and tactically backwatt.While Leeson uses a rather narrow range of seuargue

his case, the work shows that the debate aroundquhidy of the pre-Boer War army is by no means

over.

The centenary of the Boer War produced a numbereof studies of the conflict, further building
upon the revisionist trend that had begun in the0%9 For the topic of this thesis, perhaps thetmos
important publication is conference papers from Festralian War Memorial Military History
Conference under the titlEhe Boer War: Army, Nation and EmpifeThis collection of stimulating
essays mainly focuses on Australian involvemenh@&Boer War but contains a number of excellent

essays on tactical and operational issues witldrctmflict as well as the political and social ircpa

*8 Howard Bailes, “Patterns of Thought in the Latet@iian Army” inJournal of Strategic Studie¥1), 1981,
pp.28 - 45

“*9Howard Bailes, “Technology and Tactics in the BHtArmy, 1866-1900” in Haycock R. And Neilson, K.
(ed.)Men, Machines and WdOntario, Wilfried Laurier University Press, 1988)

0 Moreman; Northwest Frontier WarfareJICH 20(1), 1992, pp.35 - 64

1 D.M. Leeson, “Playing at War: The British Militatanoeuvres of 1898 iVar in History15:4 (2008),
pp.432 - 461

2 Dennis, Peter and Grey, Jeffrey (edEhe Boer War: Army, Nation and Empii@anberra, Army History
Unit 2000)
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on Australia. The work includes analysis of cayglerformance in South Africa, as well as more
general studies of British combat performance enwtidt that offer far more rounded interpretations
than those found in thEmes History A second collection produced to mark the cemieafithe war

is The Boer War: Direction, Experience and Imagtited by John Goocfi.Taking a somewhat wider
approach tharArmy, Nation and Empire¢his work breaks down its study into three broudid$;
British strategic problems, the experience of vearthe various ethnic groups involved within it and
the portrayal of the conflict by the British medidlthough as a consequence it does not deal with
tactics or operational art on a detailed levetjaes put forward some interesting arguments in the
essays dealing with the strategic direction of wer. lan Beckett's essay on the ‘Politics of
Command’ is particularly interesting in illustragirthe confusion of experience, background and
personality that hampered officer relations paléidy in the early stages of the Boer War. As & pa
of worksArmy, Nation and EmpirandDirection, Experience and Imagemplement each other well
and provide an illustration of some of the mosergdistorical thinking on the subject of the Boer

War, demonstrating how analysis is now revisingaasy criticisms levelled by Leo Amery.

However, while the Boer War itself and the Victoriera army have benefitted from greater historical
study and revisionism in recent years, the pre:Rlerld War army has received less attention.
Study of the pre-1914 army has focussed almostedntipon the strategic and organisational reforms
that had created the General Staff, the B.E.F.taedlerritorial Army. The classic account of this
reorganisation and reformationTfie Development of the British Army 1899-18%4Colonel John
Dunlop>* The book provides a wide ranging and detailedlysiof the work of various Defence
Secretaries to reform the British Army as the mdkwar on the continent loomed, with a natural
emphasis on the critical Haldane years when thd 38y took on its final shape. As an account of
the reorganisation of this era the work has ydigsuperseded, but it does not delve into the mealm
of tactics or post-Boer War army doctrine excepthe briefest terms, preferring instead to focus
upon the reforms at the highest levels of the astnycture. Another work produced during the
1930s,The British Army and the Continent 1904-1%bnplements Dunlop’s accoufit. This work
again focuses on reorganisation at higher levétt®adh the main thrust of the book is in discussion
of British strategy with regard to continental coitments in the years preceding the First World
War. While useful in charting the change in Bhti&rmy thinking away from another colonial war
towards fighting against Germany, the work lacky aliscussion of alterations in tactics or
operational thinking that accompanied the overadinge in strategic direction. Although subsequent
work on the origins of the First World War has shatve surprising extent to which British planning

was based on assumption and reaction to evente the works remain an important overview of

%3 Gooch, John (ed.J;he Boer War: Direction, Image and Experierftendon, Frank Cass, 2000)
¥ Dunlop, John K.The Development of the British Army 1899-18l@ndon, Methuen, 1938)
 Tyler, J.E. The British Army and the Continent 1904-14lLdndon, E. Arnold, 1938)
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events taking place in the higher reaches of thigsBrArmy structure and the effect this would have

on the army by the time it was committed to wat 4.

While a number of studies have analysed the impaarganisational changes on the B.E.F., the
tactical development of the army in the pre-Firsorl War years has remained comparatively
neglected. Edward Spiers offered an early analysisifantry, cavalry and artillery tactics in the
years before the First World War in a series dEl@s™  Offering a relatively brief overview of the
vital tactical reforms in this period, Spiers imgeally positive in his analysis of Edwardian irtfgn
and artillery reorganisation, concluding that irrtigalar the infantry had reached a peak in their
training that made them the best in Europe. Caelgr the cavalry are singled out for much
criticism. Spiers argues that an initial impuleeards tactical reform after the Boer War was &ost
that in contrast to infantry and artillery, cavalgs tactically regressing throughout much of tree p
1914 period. Although acknowledging that some mmpments were being made from 1912
onwards, Spiers damningly concludes that the Britavalry in 1914 was no more tactically
advanced than it had been on the eve of the Boein\899. While providing a useful starting point
for study of the question, the articles are rekdjivshort and thus inevitably offer only a general

overview of the progress of tactical reform.

Treading similar ground to Edward SpiersTise Boer War and Military Refornsy Jay Stone and
Erwin A. Schmidl’ Split into two separate parts, the book deal$ wésponses from British and
Austro-Hungarian armies to the Boer War. Muchhef $tudy of the British Army in this regard deals
with military reforms and reorganisation that waslertaken while the war was still in progress and
which were introduced as immediate measures totepBoer tactics. Stone argues the ability of the
British to reform in the midst of active operatiomas crucial in winning the eventual victory oveet
Boer Republics, but while this convincingly demaeatds the ability of the British Army to learn in-
theatre, there is relatively little analysis giierwhether these new tactical ideas endured betfund
end of the conflict. Post-war organisational raferare discussed at some length, but tacticalmafor
are dealt with only in general terms and thereoisaal analysis given to the extent which the B.E.F
of 1914 benefitted from the Boer War experiencée $econd half of the book studies the reports of
the Austro-Hungarian military attaché and his apissmto convince his army that the Boer War
indicated the need for tactical reform. This wofters a unique study of how the military of a majo

continental power regarded this far flung colomigr, and the different way in which British and

5 Edward Spiers, “The British Cavalry 1902-1914Jsurnal of the Society for Army Historical Reséarc
LVII: (230) 1979, pp.71 - 79
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Austro-Hungarian armies regarded the war providemteresting contrast. However, the long term

influence of the Boer War on both the nations iesiion is given comparatively little attention.

Of the three combat arms, cavalry has receivedribgt attention from historians across the crucial
1902 - 1914 time frame. The role and future tactit cavalry were in considerable dispute during
this period as evidenced by works such as thodeoofylas Haig and Erskine Childers, and more
recent historians have examined the debate in deraile detail, examples including the work of
Stephen Badsey, Gerard De Groot, Gervase PhiltigsJaan Bod® A historical consensus on the
quality of British cavalry in this period has yet émerge, although even critical writers such as
Edward Spiers conclude that in comparison to cental cavalry forces the British were tactically
advanced, especially in terms of the ability tcdhfigismounted. The Marquess of Anglesey, whose
multi volume work treats the subject with unmatclaedail, has produced the most comprehensive
study of British cavalry in this erd. This work traces the complex factors influencthg cavalry
during this period and argues that although thelcawetrenched with determination immediately
after the Boer War, as the years advanced even l@eds gradually reformed their views.
Nevertheless, the nature of British cavalry taciicthese crucial years continues to divide histiri

opinion.

As the most technical and least glamorous of theetlarms, British artillery in this era has recdive
little attention. The standard work for the arnthis period remains the three voluidestory of the
Royal Artillery 1860-1914 originally written in the 1930%. The first two volumes cover the
organisation, tactical and technical developmerthefartillery while the third details the numerous
‘small wars’ that the gunners fought in during gegiod in question. As a technical history the kgor
retain a great deal of value and chart a perioghiith the artillery was assuming an unprecedented
level of importance. A second work that relategh® role of artillery in the British Army in this
period and later is Shelford Bidwell and Dominicka@am’sFirepower: The British Army Weapons
and Theories of War 1904-19%5.Widely regarded as a classic study of British lerji in World
War 1 and World War 2, it also devotes some timexamining the development of the arm in the

1904-1914 period when major tactical and techniedlevelopment was taking place. The work

%8 Stephen Badsefpoctrine and Reform in the British Cavalry 18809418, (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2008)
Jean Bou, “Modern Cavalry: Mounted Rifles, the Bé#ar, and the Doctrinal Debates”Tine Boer War:
Army, Nation and Empiréed. Dennis, Peter & Grey, Jeffrey) (Canberra, 2000

Gerard De Groot, “Educated Soldier or Cavalry @ffit Contradictions in the pre-1914 Career of Daugla
Haig” in War and Society(2) 1986, pp.51 - 69

Gervase Phillips, “Scapegoat Arm: Twentieth Centdayalry in Anglophonic Historiography” idournal of
Military History 71(1), 2007, pp.37 - 74

9 Anglesey, Marquess o History of the British Cavalry 1816 — 1919, Vokuil: 1899 — 1913(London, Leo
Cooper, 1986)

9 Hedlam, JohrHistory of the Royal Atrtillery from the Indian Mni to the Great Wag Volumes(Uckfield,
Naval and Military Press, 2005 reprint)

®1 Bidwell, Shelford & Graham, Dominiclgirepower: The British Army Weapons and TheoriegVaf 1904-
1945(Barnsley, Pen & Sword 2004 reprint)
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argues that on the eve of the First World War thiédb artillery was caught between the technical
capacity to deliver indirect fire and the tactigalpulse, following French methods, to scorn such
techniques and instead to fight in a tradition&d, fashioned direct fire role. In this respecivituld
seem that the British Army had forgotten some efdpparent lessons of the Boer War, particularly
the fate of Colonel Long’'s guns at the Battle oflébso. Although there were officers within the
Royal Artillery who were in favour of a more tecbal approach towards artillery fighting, their
views were undermined by budget restrictions amrdctbncerns of many traditional thinkers that the
only true way to support infantry was with mediuange direct fire. Jonathan Bailey, Sanders
Marble, Edward Spiers and R.H. Scales have camigdsome further work on this subject, but in

general this important arm remains comparativebjerted®

While low level tactics in the British Army haveceaived relatively little analysis, there have been
several important works on operational level thigkin the 1902 — 1918 period. Tim Travers has
written several pieces on this subject, most ngtailie Killing Ground: The British Army, the
Western Front and the Emergence of Modern War 190I8% Although mainly concerned with
combat in the First World War, Travers discusses tbntinuity of ideas that ran through the
Edwardian army and the cult of the offensive thaiaaently gripped much of the senior leadership.
The book is generally critical of Douglas Haig,ntlfying his pre-war training at the Staff College
creating an erroneous and inflexible idea of sgatléat was to cost the British Army at the Somme.
Although Travers acknowledges that there were dgrasf advanced thought within the army, he
concludes that in the face of anti-intellectualsbénd Victorian attitudes, they were unable to make
much impact on operational level thinking. A wdhat covers similar ground is Martin Samuels’s
Command or Control? Command, Training and Tactitghie British and German Armies 1888-
1918% Despite the title the majority of the work dealith combat in the First World War, and
although some interesting points are raised, the soffers from an overdue emphasis on German
tactical and operational brilliance contrasted magfaibumbling British incompetence, illustrated
through the highly selective case studies of th& flay of the Battle of the Somme 1916 and the
opening of the German spring 1918 offensive. Sdsnteeiches on some of the points raised by

Travers'’s earlier work, particularly regarding cepts of structured battles within the British high

%2 Bailey, J.B.AField Artillery and Firepower (Annapolis, Naval Institute Press, 2004);

Marble, Sanders, “The Infantry cannot do with andess’: The Place of the Artillery in the B.E.R1%-1918"
PhD Dissertation, Kings College, London, 2001

Scales, Robert ‘Artillery in Small Wars: The Evatut of British Artillery Doctrine 1860 — 1914”, PhD
Dissertation, Duke University, 1976;
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command, and offers a damning assessment of Bopghational thought in the Edwardian period
and the First World War itself.

A challenge to Travers has been provided by M.An®ay in his workCommand and Cohesion: The
Citizen Soldier and Minor Tactics in the Britishmy, 1870 — 1918 Ramsay argues that Travers’s
interpretation is overly narrow, suggesting thattits at low levels were realistic and advanced.
While acknowledging that the British Army was sigligg with growing problems presented by mass
warfare and modern firepower, Ramsay suggeststth@de steady progress prior to and during the
First World War in adapting to these issues. Tloekws particularly concerned with morale and
motivation in a citizen army and provides an ingéirey counterpoint to the negative assessments of
Travers and Samuels. However Ramsay has beatigaitifor offering a general interpretation of the

British Army that lacks the depth of more specidisvorks®®

Despite the wide variety of literature publishedtbe Boer War and the era that followed it, gaps in
the historiography still remain and the wide ranfénterpretation of events reveal that much of the
history remains contested. The gaps in the hagoaiphy regarding the influence of the Boer War
upon the tactical development of the B.E.F. becgadicularly apparent when studying works
focussing on British combat experience in 1914an8ard works on this topic include studies by John
Terraine, David Ascoli and Robin Neillantls.These works offer praise for the British Armytire
opening weeks of the First World War, particuldtsytraining and professionalism. However, in all
cases the links between the skill of the B.E.FL9%4 and the lessons derived from the Boer War are

either ignored or casually asserted.

Thus it can be demonstrated that there are a nuofileencial gaps in the understanding of the tattic
development of the British Army 1902 — 1914. Itherefore the central aim of this thesis to fikt
gap in the historiography of the British Army byadysing the extent to which deductions derived
from the Boer War became the cornerstones of taeti training in the 1902 — 1914 period. In
analysing this issue, the thesis will address sg¢\way questions. Firstly, what were the key tadti
lessons derived from the Boer War; secondly, howewikese ideas implemented into tactical and
training reforms; and finally to what extent theéefaf B.E.F. of 1914 was ultimately shaped by the
tactical and operational lessons derived from tberBVar. The focus of this thesis will thus be on
the tactical ideas, resulting reform and the ate@hdthanges in training that made improvement

possible.

%5 Ramsay, M.ACommand and Cohesion: The Citizen Soldier and Miramtics in the British Army 1870-1918
(Westport, Praeger, 2002)

% Stephen Miller's review o€ommand and CohesiamJournal of Military History 67(1), 2003, pp.257-258
" Terraine, Johrlylons: The Retreat to VictofyVare, Wordsworth Editions, 2000); Ascoli, Dadile Mons
Star (Edinburgh, Birlinn, 2001); Neillands, Robifhe Old Contemptibles: The British Expeditionai§14
(London, John Murray, 2004)
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In addressing the first question, the thesis wilalgse the development of key tactical ideas that
emerged during combat in the Boer War itself. Aevpusly discussed, the conflict in South Africa
was unusual for a variety of reasons and posediausechallenge to pre-conceived ideas in the
British Army. Facing unanticipated tactical prabkesuch as smokeless powder, heavy artillery and a
supremely mobile opponent, the British were fort@édapt in the field, suffering several stinging
defeats before finally devising battle winning tegtthat brought the conventional stage of the twar

a close. British tactics in South Africa varieddgmmander and by region, with the geography of the
country imposing its own limitations. For examglee campaign in Natal revolved around attritional
struggles for control of important positions, whilee more open terrain of the Orange Free State
produced a mobile campaign in which large numbérsavalry and mounted infantry were key.
Faced with diverse experiences, the problem thafraoted the British military following the end of
hostilities was determining which of these idead baduring value and which were theatre specific.
The ability of the British Army to adapt in Southfrika has been discussed in several works,
including those by Stephen Miller, Jay Stone andri&s Pakenham. However, the lasting influence
of the ideas drawn from the Boer War has receivadparatively little analysis. This thesis will
attempt to fill this gap, arguing that several @utleas emerged in each of the three main seasce

a result of South African experience, providingaairfdation for the tactical development of the
British Army throughout the 1902-1914 period.

How these ideas were adopted into training andctaetill form the focus of the second research
question. The embarrassments of the Boer War gigdvéa great impetus towards military reform, and
the experience of the conflict provided an inigidection. In the immediate aftermath of the war,
ideas drawn from combat against the Boers were mimin informing training and tactics, but some
officers felt that the unique aspect of the stregglhde drawing specific tactical lessons diffieuit
potentially dangerous. Furthermore, the needHerBritish Army to remain flexible to fight a wide
range of opponents further complicated developmemighis environment, tactical concepts drawn
from South Africa were subjected to considerableatie, with some officers lauding their value while
others dismissed them as irrelevant. The thedisamdlyse how ideas drawn from the Boer War were
modified and adapted during the 1902 — 1914 emapdstrating to what extent they were integrated
into training and tactics over time. The relatalesence of formal, codified doctrine within thetBh
Army of this period poses problems for identifyingw diverse ideas became firm tactical concepts.
Previous studies, such as the work of Martin Saspuelve made substantial use of the minutes of
General Staff meetings to build a picture of Bhtiactics. However, this only demonstrates thigkin
at the highest strata of the army, and does nigtatehe reality of training at lower levels. leatl, by
consulting sources such as Army Council minutespéistor General of Forces reports and training
memorandums from various commands, particularlyefddot, this thesis will attempt to determine

to what extent the tactical ideas of the Boer Wawailed at brigade level and below.
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A key element in answering the second researchtigneis the impact of outside influences on
tactical development. While the emphasis of ttesithis on the role of the Boer War in shaping
British tactics, there were other influences thaerged during the Edwardian period, particularky th
impact of the Russo-Japanese War, and these changihored. However, the thesis will explore the
idea that while the examples of the Manchurian la@inéontributed to ongoing debates, they rarely
provided entirely fresh ideas. Historians of thes§b-Japanese War have argued that continental
European militaries tended to use the example @fatlr in the Far East to confirm existing lines of
thought® This was largely true of the British Army, whidnew upon Manchurian observations to
contribute to ongoing debates on the value of idasloped from the Boer War, but did not use
them to create entirely new tactics. Where appabgrthe thesis will discuss the impact of the
Russo-Japanese War upon tactical discussion, dématng how it could provoke controversy but

ultimately tended to confirm existing lines of tlytt developed from South African experience.

The final issue to be addressed by the thesigisxtent to which the B.E.F. of 1914 had been ghape
by the lessons of the Boer War, and how relevasy tiroved for combat in the opening months of
the First World War. The outbreak of war in 191dced the small, colonial orientated British Army
directly in the path of the German offensive thriowglgium. Vastly outnumbered and outgunned,
the B.E.F. was forced to fight pitched battles agiaan enemy regarded as the finest army on the
continent. The experience of the Boer War provifad operational lessons, while the need to
handle multiple divisions in the field had beenleeted in pre-war training in favour of achieving
excellence at brigade level and below. The unitptere of the British Army and its focus on small
scale deployments meant that it was not ideallieduio a vast continental struggle, and a number of
operational flaws became apparent in these eattlebawith higher command fragmenting under the
pressure of campaignify. However, despite these problems, the B.E.F. #equiitself
commendably in combat, where its high tactical ifpaheant that it was able to perform well in
battles such as Mons and Le Cateau, checking then@keadvance before retreating in good order.
The tactical performance of the B.E.F. has drawaispr and this thesis will analyse the extent to
which tactics drawn from the Boer War proved useful914, and demonstrate that, although specific
ideas were not always appropriate, the fundamegmiatiples developed in the 1902 — 1914 period

remained valuable and relevant in the opening nwootihe First World War.

% Yigal Sheffy, “A Model Not to Follow: The Europedamies and the Lessons of the War” in Kowner, Rote
(ed.)The Impact of the Russo-Japanese {andon, Routledge, 2007) pp.262-264; Snyder, Jelc&

Ideology of the Offensive: Military Decision Makiagd the Disasters of 19 #thaca, Cornell University Press,
1984) pp.77-81

% Gardner, NikolasTrial by Fire: Command the British Expeditionaryrige in 1914(Westport, Praeger, 2003)
p. 236
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The focus of this thesis centres upon the extenthizh the combat experiences of the Boer War
developed British operational and tactical thoughthe 1902 — 1914 period, and the work will use
various official and semi-official sources to trabe development of the British Army. Reports from
the front and the evidence presented to the post-BéarElgin Commissiondentified a number of
key tactical problems that had emerged in SoutlicAfr From this point, solutions and responses
were widely debated in the service journals, argb ah various training papers produced for
individual commands such as Aldershot. Ultimatslyme of the proposed solutions were accepted,
with evidence of their usage in training appearnthe reports of the Inspector General of Forces a
in annual training memorandums issued by local camids. Therefore, by using this range of
sources, it is possible to triangulate evidencenftbe era to trace the progression of tacticalsddea
from their roots in the Boer War to the point oficgal acceptance. The private papers of various
high ranking officers who fought in the Boer WardaRirst World War will only be referred to
sparingly. Due to the high rank of many of the @dfs in question, much of the material within the
private paper collections refers to strategic amdaoisational thought, rather than tactical

development, and are thus of less immediate uaddressing the key research questions.

The thesis will be divided into four separate cbaptdetailing separate aspects of the British Army
These chapters will comprise Doctrine and Ethofanimy, Artillery and Cavalry. Although the
British aspired towards close co-operation in baitidividual arms tended to absorb and assess the
tactical lessons of the Boer War in isolation. rEfi@re, an arm by arm structure facilitates closer
analysis of the key tactical questions which dneferm in the 1902 — 1914. The Doctrine and Ethos
chapter will discuss the difficulties of creatingrhal doctrine in an army which needed to remain
sufficiently flexible to undertake imperial polignduties, and analyse the ethos of flexibility and
initiative that served as a substitute for formatten guidelines. Taken as a whole, the four térep
will argue that while not all the lessons of theeB&ar endured, key ideas in each service arm
remained in place, encouraged by an overall ethaisemphasised skill in minor tactics. While the
British Army of 1914 possessed certain flaws, tefmms that were developed from the Boer War
created an army that performed well in the confusaitles that marked the opening weeks of the
First World War.

Throughout the thesis, the focus will be upon tactind training, principally at brigade level and
below. Therefore, the wider organisational changederway in this period, such as the Haldane
reforms, the creation of the Territorial Army arfte timplementation of the General Staff will be
referred to only in passing. As the focus is o level tactics, large scale strategic issues ssch
plans to deploy the B.E.F. to the continent wilt he discussed. Additionally, while British auaity
forces such as the volunteers, militia, yeomanny emlonial contingents played a vital role in the

Boer War, the focus of this thesis remains upordiwelopment of the regular B.E.F. and as such the
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experiences of second line forces will not be djmadly detailed. The regular army was the driving
force in developing training and tactics, and theosid line forces tended to follow its lead ratian
contribute fresh ideas. As such the influencehefdauxiliary forces in the ongoing tactical debates

the 1902 — 1914 period was negligible.
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Chapter One
Doctrine and Ethos

Throughout the Victorian era, the British Army wdistinctly averse to committing itself to any
formal, written doctrine. Proposals to create aésal Staff similar to those that existed in France
and Germany had been rejected by the Hartingtonn@ssion in the 1890s, preventing the
development of a higher organisation within theyathat could have imposed a common doctrine
from the top down'. Instead, a profusion of tactical ideas existegianing that tactics and training
often varied considerably from battalion to battaland new ideas and methods were localised.
Tactics were influenced by a multitude of factams|uding local combat experience in colonial
actions, the quality of the commanding officers #mlavailability of suitable ground upon which to
train. Drill manuals contained some useful iddéas the lack of an overall doctrine in training mea
that adherence to faulty, outdated concepts oftatirmued unchecked. Training was principally
focussed on simple drill, with financial stringerayd restrictions on manoeuvres meaning that
training at brigade level and above was a rareroenae. Indeed, of the formations despatched to
South Africa, only the battalions of Hildyard’¥ Brigade had been formed together and had the

chance to train as a unit in peace time.

The early defeats in the opening months of the B@ar revealed the flaws in some of the pre-war
ideas, especially when confronted by the challeoigerossing a fire swept zone in the face of a
virtually invisible enemy. In this new form of ware, the close control and tight formations thed h
been victorious in conflicts against primitivelynagd colonial foes proved to be sources of weakness.
Furthermore, cherished concepts such as striciptise and unthinking obedience to orders were of
limited value in a conflict where officers and memrre often widely separated, and forced to rely
upon their own initiative to an unprecedented degré\dditionally, the stress of modern combat,
particularly the disturbing experience of being endapid fire from invisible foes, placed great
demands upon the morale of the troops. The numibBritish regulars who surrendered in combat
revealed that even hard drilled and well discigdit@ng-service soldiers were not immune to cracking

under the pressures imposed by modern firepower.

Ultimately, the flexibility of the British Army ands ability to learn ‘in-theatre’ made it succadsh
adapting to the peculiar conditions of the Boer Waut in the aftermath of the conflict the British

grappled with a wide variety of new ideas, ofteadiag to acrimonious debates within the individual

! The National Archives (hereafter TNA) CAB 41/41Rteliminary and Further Reports (with Appendices) o
the Royal Commissioners appointed to Enquire inéoQivil and Professional Administration of the ldhand
Military Departments and the Relation of the th@sgpartments to each other and to the Treagunxii-xxiii

2 Report of His Majesty’s Commissioners Appointethtpire into the Military Preparations and Other Mers
Connected with the War in South Afri¢aondon, H.M.S.0 1903) Vol.2, Q15973, p.240 (Hxter referred to
as theklgin Commission
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combat arms. Arching above this was the acknovededmt that modern firepower required an
overhaul of training attitudes, particularly regagdimproving the quality of the individual soldier
and the overall initiative of the army. While dgtontrol and close formations could be of value in
‘savage’ warfare, against foes with modern weaponas necessary for the army to develop a new
training ethos that was based upon skill and iintaas much as drill and obedience. These ideas
contributed to the ongoing debate, common to alofean armies of the era, regarding potential
solutions to the problem of crossing the fire swemhe and delivering an assault. The doctrinal
responses to this issue in the pre-First World Yé&iod have been a popular subject for historians.
Whereas the German Army has drawn considerablesepffar its operational doctrine, the British
Army has often been castigated for advancing littben its Victorian ethos, ultimately leading to
defeats and heavy casualties in the battles oftts¢ World War® The Boer War has sometimes
been seen as a negative influence in this regeagping the army in a ‘small war’ mentality that
proved inappropriate when faced by the vast schl#984* However, more recently it has been
suggested that while the British struggled to @eatvorkable operational doctrine, at brigade level
and below the B.E.F. was tactically advanced ineusidnding the problems posed by modernfire.
Furthermore, the opening clashes between the Briied the Germans in 1914 have been
characterised as ‘soldiers’ battles’, in which thituence of higher command was limited or even
non-existenf. Given the relative success of the B.E.F. in hmgjdiff far larger numbers of the enemy;,
this lends support to the idea that the British Aremerged as a tactically skilful force in the
aftermath of the Boer War, although weaknesses ubtddly existed at an operational level.
Additionally, the unique imperial role of the Bski Army meant that copying German or French
operational methods would have been inappropriatettfe type of campaigns that the army was

likely to fight, limiting the flexibility and adapibility that was a requirement in colonial campaign

It is the purpose of this chapter to add to theoomgdebate on the nature of British Army doctrime
the pre-First World War period by demonstrating htbher experience of the Boer War contributed to a
new ethos based around skill, intelligence andiaiive, thus contributing to overall tactical
effectiveness. However, the slow and hesitantgg®of instituting a General Staff and the unique
demands of policing the empire meant that creatinfprmal, written doctrine proved largely
impossible. This created peculiar training difftes for the British Army in the Edwardian period
and limited the development of an operational dioetthat could match that of the Germans. The

analysis of the British Army in this period will miee on three aspects: first, the change in mgini

3 For example: Samuels, Marti@mmand or Control? Command, Training and TacticBiitish and German
Armies 1888-1918 ondon, Frank Cass, 1995); Travers, Tirhe Killing Ground: The British Army, the
Western Front and the Emergence of Modern War 19X®(Barnsley, Pen & Sword, 2003),

* Searle, G.RThe Quest for National Efficiency: A Study in BiitiPolitics and Political Thoughts 1899-1914
(Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1971) p.50

® Ramsay, M.ACommand and Cohesion: The Citizen Soldier and Miramtics in the British Army 1870-1918
(Westport, Praeger, 2002) p.109

® Bourne, J.M.Britain and the Great War, 1914-191Bondon, Arnold, 1989), p.28
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ethos to encourage high levels of initiative; set;dhe difficulties that prevented the developmant

a formal doctrine; and finally the willpower versfiepower debate that encouraged a belief in the
offensive, arguably to excessive levels. Althodiglivs remained, this chapter will argue that the
emphasis on skill and initiative that developedfrthe South African conflict was an appropriate
tactical response to the challenges posed by modempons. The focus on individual skill
developed principally as a response to the diffieslof maintaining command and control in widely
dispersed infantry formations, but this developadher in the 1902 — 1914 period, ultimately
forming a cornerstone of training for the entiratiBh Army. Indeed, the combination of individual
skill and thorough training allowed the B.E.F. trform well in battle against the Germans in 1914.
However, the failure to develop a formal doctrineamt that once the old regular army was destroyed
much knowledge was lost, forcing the ‘New Armies’endure a steep learning curve on the Western

Front.
Initiative

The idea of improving the initiative and skill dfe individual British soldier was not a new concept
on the eve of the Boer War. Indeed, as early &8,18ir John Moore had introduced innovative
skirmish training that led to the creation the lagarmy'’s first permanently constituted light infey
regiments. However, while certain elite formatidmesnefitted from such enlightened ideas, the
majority of the army continued to train on linesdidcipline, obedience and close control throughout
the Victorian era. While these concepts servedBttitish Army well in wars against poorly armed
foes such as the Zulus and the Dervishes, by tB8slBere was a growing concern that these rigid
tactics were potentially vulnerable against riffpigped opposition such as the tribes of the North
West Frontief. The 1896 edition oihfantry Drill picked up on this point, stating “The conditioris o
modern warfare render it imperative that all raskeuld be taught to think, and, subject to general
instructions and accepted principles, to act fentbelves® However, this single sentence apparently
had limited influence on training in the BritishrAy prior to the Boer War. For example, William
Gatacre was highly critical of the lack of intelizce shown by the ordinary soldier during the Tirah
campaign of 1898, while other officers were scaghibout the stultifying and outdated drill that
made up the majority of recruit training in theela890S. Furthermore, the benefits of improved
initiative were considered doubtful by some officerEven the forward thinking G.F.R Henderson

had concerns about the concept, attributing Pnussétbacks in 1870 to “...the impetuosity of all

" Major General Sir W.F. Gatacre, “A Few Notes om @haracteristics of Hill-Fighting in India” ifournal of
the Royal United Services Institut8(2), 1899, p.1066.

& Quoted in Henderson, G.F.R, (edited by N. Malcolim} Science of War: A Collection of Essays andurest
1982-1903London, Longmans, Green & Co., 1905) pp.348 — 349

° For North West frontier experiences, see Gatdefid, Fighting in India” in JRUS| 43(2), 1899, p.1076; for
the weakness of pre-Boer War training, see Meihagen, R.Army Diary 1899-192¢Edinburgh, Oliver &
Boyd, 1960), pp. 15-16 and Major A.W.A Pollock, ‘G Battle Drill of Infantry”, inJournal of the Royal United
Services Institutd2(1), 1898, pp.540, 547
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ranks and the excessive independence of the smlatedieaders” and feeling that too much initiative

would cause basic drill book principles to be “dasthe winds™°

However, the war in South Africa provided starkdevice of the need to improve the intelligence and
initiative of the individual soldier. As will beigstussed in greater detail in subsequent chapiters,
range and effectiveness of Boer firepower causedatbandonment of close order formations in
favour of widely extended lines, making it harder 6fficers to keep their men ‘in hand’ and under
control. Furthermore, the accuracy of modern sifd the lack of smoke on the battlefield meant
officers who shunned cover and tried to set an @kafior their troops became prime targets for Boer
marksmen. Lord Methuen noted that at Modder Rivahe truth is that when no-one can get on a
horse with any safety within 2,000 yards of themapeorders cannot be conveyed...”, and officer
attrition soon became so severe that badges of andkswords were abandoned to avoid drawing
undue fire'* In these circumstances, handling larger formatioecame extremely difficult. Passing
orders to front line officers who were virtuallydistinguishable from their men was a challenge for
messengers, especially as they were forced to advéiom boulder to boulder” on their way to the
front to avoid Boer sniperd. Even in the firing line itself, wide extensionsde the conveyance of
vocal commands difficult, with men at the fringefstioe formation often unable to identify their
commanding officer due to his plain uniform, or hbe shouts over the sounds of combat. Whistle
calls and identification badges worn on the coflaback of the uniform were suggested to remedy
these issues, but these were improvised solutibas were far from idedf These command
problems were so acute that one veteran officesidered that handling a single battalion under Boer

War conditions was harder than handling an entigatie in earlier year$.

This loss of control created a series of relatedlems that cascaded down the command structure of
the British Army in South Africa, revealing the vkaass of pre-war instruction. Deprived of orders
from higher ranks, junior officers such as captaind subalterns suddenly found themselves facing
far more responsibility than had been anticipategpéace time traininj. Inexperienced officers
often struggled to cope with these unexpected ddmyand Major-General A.H. Paget felt that in the

case of many junior commanders “...it was perfedityious that they dreaded responsibilit.”
Inevitably, these officers typically looked to th&dCOs for support in such circumstances, in some

cases to excessive levels. Colonel Forbes MacBetau that inexperienced officers “...would almost

12 HendersonScience of Warpp.138-139

™ TNA WO 108/237 Lord Methuen’s Despatch on the Baif Modder River, ¥ December 1899; Pakenham,
Thomas,The Boer WafLondon, Abacus, 1992) p.312: Symons, JuBaller's CampaignLondon, Crescent
Press, 1963) p.222

12 TNA WO 108/237 Lord Methuen’s Despatch on the Batf Belmont, 3t) December 1899

3 TNA WO 105/40 — Notes for Guidance in South Afrid&arfare, & February 1900

1 Elgin Commissionyol.1, Q10447, p.441

15 Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q13247, p.66

1% |bid, Q16481, p.260

33



rather take an old colour sergeant’s opinion thewetbp one of their own” Unfortunately, NCOs
lacked any real schooling in command duties, atitbagh the rate of attrition often forced them to
take the place of officer casualties in combas thas not a job for which they had been prepared in
peace time traininf The difficulties of command and control experiesidy junior officers and
NCOs filtered down to the men themselves, who Heehdeen trained to look towards their officers
for all instructions and therefore were not expedie act upon their own initiativé. While the
dependence of men on officers could vary from battaéo battalion, at its worst it risked leavirtgget
soldiers utterly paralysed in the absence of diceders?’® One anonymous officer described NCOs
and men as being “like a flock of sheep” when degatiof their officers, feeling that defeats and los
opportunities throughout the conflict could oftea baced to this key probleth.  This was
especially noticeable in combat firing, as pre-warsketry training had largely been based on the
assumption that in action it would always be pdssior an officer to point out the target and
announce the rangé. When battlefield confusion or officer casualtiesant that such orders were

not forthcoming, the shooting of the men could stimes prove exceptionally pobt.

Such issues were not necessarily universal thraugthe army during the Boer War, with certain
formations benefitting from strong leadership araining which reduced confusion. For example,
when the T Battalion Sherwood Foresters arrived in South o&frin December 1899, it was put
through rapid and rigorous training to prepareoit ‘the class of warfare” it was expected to face,
reducing battlefield confusion when it went intdias®* Nevertheless, the problems of command
and control in the Boer War were widespread amadcit#d a great deal of attention within the army.
A critical issue for many junior officers in the mavas a system of peace time training that had left
them with little work to do and granted limited apfunities to exercise command. The eight
company battalion system, the need to provide gifaftindia, and related manpower shortages meant
that officers rarely possessed a command wortmaéimee. This caused them to interfere in the work
of subordinates, enforcing conformity at the expgeokresponsibility. A.W.A Pollock summed this
attitude up as “Zeal amongst us is displayed chieflvorrying those below us in rank, and scheming
to avoid being ourselves worried by those abov&usThis culture of interference bore bitter fruit i

the Boer War. Schooled in a system where a supefiicer was always close at hand to criticise
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mistakes, junior officers were often left crippleég the fear that any fault might earn them a
reprimand or even lead to them being “Stellenbagitffe Howard Vincent bemoaned that peace time
training attitudes were carried over into the waelf, with errors made in action being “mercilgssl
seized on by “officer desk critics”, causing soraaders in the field to prefer passive inactioneath
than risking punishment for failure in comBat. Horace Smith-Dorrien gave voice to similar
sentiments in a diary entry fof"®arch 1901, writing, “l wish this war would ends ao far | have
not been found out in any glorious mistakes, armihlike to “stand” as one says at cards when one

has a fair hand and doesn't care to risk takingenfior fear of losing everything®

In the aftermath of the conflict, evidence presénbefore the Elgin Commission was virtually
unanimous in calling for officers and men to beined to accept greater responsibility and
demonstrate more individual initiativ&. In addition to offsetting command paralysis ie #ibsence

of orders, it was felt that cultivating intelligenand initiative would prove crucial in allowingaps

to attack across fire swept areas. In the facenadern rifle fire, density of formation and sheer
weight of assault could no longer be relied uposuecceed without the risk of prohibitive casualties
Avoiding such severe losses was particularly ingudrtfor Britain, which relied upon a small
volunteer army that could not absorb casualtieeasly as the mass forces of the continent.
However, this in turn raised the issue of how tormaan morale during an assault. Dense formations
and close officer control had traditionally beee golution to keeping morale high and preventing
routs, with the troops drawing confidence from gresence of comrades and fearing the shame of
being seen to panic. Conversely, extended formstimvisible foes and potential isolation from
officers placed far greater strain on the men teaer beforé’ Faced with these related issues,
officers such as lan Hamilton felt that the solatlay in the development of a small but elite army,
based around highly trained soldiers who could died upon to press forward individually or in
groups, laying covering fire for comrades and sgjadvantages presented by local cVeinstead

of dense formations bolstering morale, superidnitng would give the men confidence in their own
weapons and abilities. Officers such as Lieuterizeneral William Gatacre agreed, and believed
such a spirit had been developing by the latterest@f the Boer War. Gatacre argued that sucdessfu

attacks now depended less on the actions of nedfiogrs, and more “...on the initiative of the bes

% Stellenbosch was a South African town used asnauat station. Officers who had performed poanly i
action were often sent back there from the front.
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non-commission officers and men who become locaddes.® G.F.R Henderson seized upon the
idea of NCOs being at the heart of attack tactigt) sergeants handling small squads of men in the
absence of local officers, a forward thinking cqgrtoehich has been described as “superb” by one
modern historia® Colonel J.H.A MacDonald also endorsed the ideticimg that intermingling of

units during combat further limited the influenckeadficers, and instead suggesting the training of
infantry companies should emphasis the formatiorsméll groups under leaders specially drawn
from the best NCOs and mé&h.Indeed, the role of NCOs had been paramount ih infantry and

cavalry in the latter stages of the Boer War, wvafficer shortages meaning that it was estimated

around 70% of cavalry squadrons were led by N&Os.

In the aftermath of the Boer War the British Armyasvseized by a spirit of reform that promised

improvements to the key command difficulties exgeaced in combat. Extended battlefronts meant
that the company was now considered the largestdton that could be controlled by a single

officer, and although manpower problems still ramedi, there was a conscious effort to give captains
and subalterns more responsibilities and encouthgen to exercise their leadership skills in

peacetimé® While the 189@rill Book had first suggested the need for greater inteltigeamongst

all ranks,Combined Trainindl905 placed new emphasis upon the issue, incluabmgit was to be

achieved:

...success in war cannot be expected unless &t faave been trained in peace to use their
wits. Generals and commanding officers are, tloeeefnot only to encourage their
subordinates in so doing by affording them constggortunities of acting on their own
responsibility but, they will also check all praes which interfere with the free exercise of
their judgement, and will break down, by every nseantheir power, the paralyzing habit of
an unreasoning and mechanical adherence to tlee ¢dtbrders and to routine, when acting

under service conditiorns.

Officers of both infantry companies and cavalry esdjons were given more tactical responsibilities
and were expected to take a personal interest fmoving training of their own formatior&. For
example, for most of the $&entury the training of subalterns had been atrafgitionally managed

by the battalion colonel, but to foster closer camplevel co-operation this was now incorporated

%2 |bid, Q16772, p.272
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into a captain’s dutieS. The increased role of junior officers and emphasi initiative also
encouraged a practical attitude towards trainikighereas, prior to the Boer War, it had been noted
that the British regimental officer was “...expette make himself acquainted with the most absurdly
unimportant details...there was but little necgs&ir him to be a soldier”, in 1905 John French
summed up the new attitude when he stated thatrjoffiicer training should make a clear distinction
between “...the ‘cram’ which aims at success inmaration, and the inculcation of instinctive
knowledge which aims at success in the fiéfd After an inspection of Field Artillery on Salistyu
Plain, the camp commandant echoed similar sentspaemninating that “Nothing in my experience is
more conducive to failure than a contentment wetméy word perfect in the Drill Book!* Although

this change in ethos took time to produce resthisse was much praise for the eagerness to learn
amongst junior officers. Keenness and a growingesef professionalism were noted as becoming
apparent amongst officers in the years followirgyBoer War, leading to improved instruction for the
men and greater initiative at all levéfs.While the process was not without its flaws, ¢haras a
steady process of improvement. By the middle yehthe Edwardian period there were discernable
improvements in overall leadership quality, desmdilas a “great step” by the Inspector General of
Forces in 1907

Matching the reform of the role of junior officelig, the years following the Boer War there was a
concerted effort to improve the quality of NCOs amein. Leo Amery summed up the intention of the
reforms in 1903, noting that “The passive, automdiscipline of the ear must give place to the
active, conscious discipline of the mind and of thd.”** Company officers were expected to
become instructors rather than simple drill mastemsouraging the troops to show initiative andl ski
rather than mechanical obediefite.For example, musketry training placed new empghasi
individual accuracy and ability to estimate rangasying away from volleys and iron fire discipline
that had been common prior to the Boer War. Intiegaraining exercises were introduced that
meant that men were given the chance to demondtrate initiative in situations approximating
service conditions, and although some flaws rentainehese manoeuvres, particularly their small
scale, they represented a considerable advanceenalbtraining ethos. The quality of the regular
British soldier steadily improved over the periagid by 1912, the Inspector General of Forces was

pleased to report that he considered that for Viddial efficiency” the British infantryman was the
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best in the world, attracting admiration from fgmiobserver§ In the same year, Lieutenant
Colonel Campbell warned his fellow officers notuaderestimate the ability of the average private,
who he felt was now capable of winning a fire figlven in the absence of direct orders, marking a
clear improvement from the problems of the Boer ¥/arNCOs were also singled out for
development. As previously discussed, several prem officers saw NCOs as being a key element
in future tactics, and the idea of a “staff collégenon-commissioned officers” had been suggesied
the Elgin Commissiof Acting on this proposal, a NCO school based ilisBary Command was
founded in 1904, with a mixed syllabus that encgadagreater command and combat responsibilities

for sergeant§’

The reform of individual training was an essenti@inponent in creating the famously elite infantry
of the B.E.F., but the process was not withoutidiffies or tensions. Whereas the encouragement of
greater standards of skill amidst junior officerasalargely a question of training reform, to imgrov
the NCOs and men was a more complex matter thah&mliupon the raw nerve of social prejudice.
There was a widespread fear of social degeneratieated by urbanisation during the Edwardian
period, a concern that was worsened by the facBthish Army did much of its recruiting from the
lowest strata of society, often drawing upon podely and ill-educated men. During the Boer War ,
physical standards had been lowered to help receuit, with the result that the British Army in
South Africa was the smallest in physical termg tha country deployed during the™and 28
centuries® Boers were amazed by the difference in heighivben officers and men, and were
distinctly unimpressed by the physical standardhef some of the British soldiers, one burgher
considering that “They had neither the accent hergait of Christians>* Later drafts of recruits and
volunteers to South Africa often proved to be hgltlysically and tactically poor, notably the second
contingent of Imperial Yeomanry, raising furtheejoidices about the capability of urbanised British

citizens to make useful soldie¥s.

The contradictory factors of lingering mistrusttbé social class from which much of the army was
drawn and a desire to encourage skill and initativsnongst the men caused the British Army to
undergo what M.A Ramsay terms “a paradigmatic €tias it searched for tactical solutions to the

problems of modern warfaré. Even during the Boer War, there had been condbrighe degree of
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individuality allowed to men had become excessikFer example, J.M Grierson worried that officers
and men had become too casual in tolerating namlatgn clothing in the field, while one
anonymous officer felt that traditional ideas alldsteadiness and discipline had ultimately b&en
key in overcoming the skilful but ill-disciplinedd®rs>* In the aftermath of the conflict, some
officers, such as lan Hamilton, actually saw thmyaas an instrument of social regeneration, taking
the lowest members of society and turning them mgalthy, intelligent and patriotic soldiers.
However, others had little faith in the working staand considered the new spirit of initiativéo&o
positively dangerous. An anonymous officer compediin 1903; “The soldier has no more right to
perpetual individuality than the operative, the h@etc or the domestic servant. What factory

manager, engineer or housekeeper would allow imtiece of action to either of these class8s?”

This mistrust of the lower classes placed limitasion some of the reforms, particularly with regard
to the role of NCOs. For example, the trainingegivat the NCO School at Salisbury Plain was
heralded as a great success, but by 1906 the sbtladobeen abolished, even though the Army
Council admitted it had carried out “good and ubefark” and the Inspector General considered it
“excellent”® Lack of funding was cited as the principal reafwrits closure, but the Army Council
made further justifications including that the ablis could be taught within regiments and that the
attendance of NCOs at the school placed a burden e companies from which they were drafn.
However, M.A. Ramsay has suggested that the desiraintain command in the hands of the officer
class and avoid any dilution of power to NCOs dbwer social status was the fundamental reason
that the tactical development of non-commissionfitteys became marginalised in the pre-First
World War period® Promotion from the ranks actually declined during Edwardian era, and the
role of NCOs was not developed to the same extattwas apparent amongst junior officers and
men® Social status remained an important aspect tonmd, with one prize winning essay
published in 1914 arguing, “The ‘habit to commaiwdlargely hereditary”, while another officer felt
that it would be impossible to expect NCOs to bpatde of same intellectual standards expected

from officers unless they were drawn from the saowmal class!

Edwardian society was greatly defined by the clstsacture, and it was highly unlikely that a

conservative, hierarchical institution such asahay would adopt egalitarian methods in peacetime.
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However, while modern historians have sometimegated military failures in 1914 to the existence
of an anachronistic and elitist officer class, tlsisan overly narrow interpretation that ignoree th
considerable improvement in British Army tacticsoprto the First World Wat? Although social
prejudice created certain tensions and limiteddinelopment of the tactical role of NCOs, it did no
stop overall improvements taking place in trainfagall ranks during the 1902 — 1914 period. The
shock of the Boer War caused a fundamental shifatiitudes towards training. The tactical
improvements that will be discussed in later chapteere ultimately dependent upon the new
training ethos that emerged in the aftermath ofSbeth African conflict. Junior officers of allras
took a keener interest in the profession and wepeaed to show greater initiative and skill, while
the men benefited from more advanced training tieede them the best marksmen in Europe and a
genuinely elite force. A testament to the quadityverall training lies in the fact that the B.Eviras
made up of around 60% reservists in August 191shesof whom had not served with the colours for
several year® Yet despite these apparent limitations, the famees considered extremely well

trained compared to its continental rivis.

The Absence of Formal Doctrine

While there was a significant development in indidal officer and soldier quality from 1899 to 1914,
some major issues remained unresolved. Perhapmdbeserious of these was the thorny issue of
devising and implementing a formal operational doet The Boer War had broken down a number
of barriers that had prevented the creation of rife in the Victorian era. For much of the™19
century the army had fought ‘small wars’ arounddlabe, with lessons learned in action havingglittl
impact outside of the immediate participants. Pgential problems created by this absence of
doctrine were highlighted by Redvers Buller, whae@ived that inexperienced officers were often left

bewildered in action:

There is scarcely one officer in a hundred who heen taught any rule which would guide
him in deciding how to act when confronted by thelylem so frequent in war: ‘I have my
orders, but ought | to d&?

The Boer War offered an opportunity to correct flasv. In contrast to the ‘small wars’ of previous
years, the conflict in South Africa ultimately ifved the majority of the British Army, giving the
advantage of a shared combat experience upon whibhse future development. Furthermore, the

dismal planning, organisation and intelligence wittrtét had been undertaken prior to the Boer War
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prompted the revival of the debate upon the deifiisabf instituting a General Staff systefff. This
ultimately bore fruit in 1904, when the reformsasunended by the Esher Committee swept away
the post of Commander-in-Chief and replaced it wititain’s first General Staff, headed by

successful Boer War commander Neville Gerald Ligtel

Shared combat experience and the creation of theer@k Staff laid valuable groundwork for

developing key principles that would carry the BhtArmy into the 2B century, but there were

several crucial difficulties that delayed and uliely prevented the creation of a formal doctrine
prior to the First World War. The greatest of tn@soblems was the unique military responsibilities
imposed by the need to police the world’s largesipiee. Potential enemies and theatres of
operations varied enormously, with the army adlyikte face crudely armed tribal foes as they were
opposition equipped with modern rifles. Dealinghathese imperial conflicts remained the principal
duty of the British Army in the immediate aftermaththe Boer War. A struggle against European
opposition was considered highly unlikely, with ghessible exception of a clash with Russia if the
latter chose to invade Indi4. Contemporaries recognised that while the tactEssons learned in

South Africa were certainly valuable, the sheeretgrof foes presented unique problems for the
formation of a formal doctrine based on the exangfle@ single conflict. One Boer War veteran
officer complained of the dangers of being “tiedvdoto hard and fast rules”, while Major General

J.F. Maurice summed the problems p:

| venture to think that there is a danger in owuasng that we can, from this one war [the
Boer War], deduce all the lessons which will bel@pple to the work of the British Army... |
maintain that the British Army is under a conditiohdifficulty... that exists for no other
Army in the world, and we must face and recognise fact that we cannot attempt to

stereotype our tacticég.

Training manuals of the Edwardian period reflected reluctance to create a formal doctrine,
highlighting general principles but leaving consat#e leeway for interpretation amongst officers.
This ensured tactical flexibility for facing a widariety of enemies, but it created a certain degfe
confusion and inconsistency in training. As disagsin earlier chapters, these problems manifested
themselves in the differing methods used by varemmmands regarding fundamental tactics such as
the width of infantry extensions, and the deploytr@rartillery in covered or open positions. While

such difficulties were of limited importance in dir@lonial actions where relatively low numbers of

% Gooch, JohrThe Plans of War: The General Staff and Britishitsliy Strategy ¢.1900-1914
(London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974) p.20

7 Amery, Problem of the Armyp.4

% Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q16235, p.251

9 Comment on Vincent, “Lessons of the War”JRUS| 44(1), 1900, pp.658-59

41



troops would be deployed, the growing threat froarr@any and the risk of a large scale European

war suggested the need for more operational dectvithin the British Army.

However, the creation of any central doctrine wasstrained, not only by the need to remain flexible
for a huge variety of potential foes, but also mneerns that it could potentially stifle officer
initiative and cause a recurrence of the problehad had bedevilled the British Army in South
Africa.”® Indeed, the desire to improve the independencrobr officers and men in the years
following the Boer War was so strong that it somet became counterproductive. In 1905, Sir John
French praised the spirit evident in company trajnibut cautioned that in giving captains the
opportunity to exercise their initiative meant tiatd habits and “manifestly wrong” methods could
develop. However, mindful of the need to encouramghvidual command skills amongst junior
officers, battalion colonels were reluctant to paat errors, causing French to highlight the thet
“..some ‘guidance’ (rather than ‘interference’) ifaperatively called for® This problem was
common in the British Army throughout the periodthwocal methods being tolerated and leading to
the development of subtly different tactics in secommands and divisions. In 1907, the Duke of
Connaught expressed concerns that there was as‘gouaplease” attitude towards tactics, and that
the lack of central doctrine created a “...tendetacyform) cliques around particular Generals, from
which the Army has suffered in the pa&t.”This problem remained largely unresolved, arguabl

growing worse as the Boer War faded from memoohnJrench noted in 1911 that:

The South African War and the lessons learnt frohad the effect of starting a new school
of thought, which for some years gave a great iogé&b training, and revived interest and
initiative among officers. This seems to have diedy into theory. We have a superfluity
of literature on training, and a mass of theorthrewn at the heads of officers which they do
their best to assimilate, but which has little Misieffect’®

Other officers agreed with this assessment, ndtiag despite the amount of literature produced, it
provided little central direction and thus tendeddonfuse rather than clarify. Brigadier Gener&l.F
Carter bemoaned the disease of “cacoethes scribérmtimplaining that “Every spring and autumn
lengthy and verbose paraphrases of our Field SerRegulations are issued from several of the
Command, Divisional, and Brigade Headquarters. s&henly tend to confuse and exasperate
commanding and other officers...| have seen notlems 14 of these paraphrases, called ‘Hints on

Training’, mostly of two printed foolscap paged,issued in one year from a Divisional General fStaf
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Officer.””™ This mass of often contradictory literature dit serve to create a uniform doctrine, and
diversity of method remained. Official training mals offered sound guiding principles but rejected

formal doctrine.Infantry Training1905 was particularly stringent upon the issudirgja

“It is impossible to lay down a fixed and unvaryiagstem of attack or defence. Although
such system might appear capable of modificatioméet different conditions, yet constant
practice in a stereotypical formation inevitablgds to want of elasticity, accustoms all ranks
to work by rule rather than by the exercise of rtheits, and cramps both initiative and

intelligence...It is therefore strictly forbiddeither to formulate or to practise a normal form

of either attack or defencé®”

Despite the caution about fixed methods of attacdk, clear principle that was emphasised in official
manuals throughout the era was the need for clogmeration of all arms. This had been the key to
victory in the Boer War, particularly in Natal wieeco-operation between infantry and artillery had
eventually allowed the British to break through Bwer lines. Equally, in the more open terrain of
the Orange Free State, Lord Roberts’s combinatidroatal infantry attacks and turning movements
with cavalry and mounted forces had driven the Baearck at relatively low cosCombined Training
1905 embodied these concepts in a particularlyr gaeagraph that had echoes of the experience of
South Africa.

...mounted troops and infantry compel the enengidolose his position and thereby afford a
target to the artillery, whilst the latter by thdire enable infantry to approach the hostile
position. Infantry, unaccompanied by mounted tepos hampered by ignorance of the
enemy’s movements, cannot move in security, angnable to reap the fruits of victory;

unaccompanied by artillery, it is unable to replyfite beyond rifle range, and is generally
powerless against entrenchments. On the other, inatiut artillery or machine guns, even
the most mobile cavalry, unless they possess aadarkmerical superiority, cannot be relied

upon to drive back the hostile horsemen; whildlaryi, left to itself, is heIpIesQ.

Combined Trainingvent on to urge that all officers should gain sdmewledge of the principles of
employment of other arnf§. The theme was continued field Service Regulations909, with the
paragraph on combined arms being repeated almosatim’® However, while urging closer co-
operation, little was done to suggest a systenmagicner in which it could be achieved. For example,

Infantry Training 1905 devoted three paragraphs to co-operation waitiiery, emphasising its

5 Brigadier General F.C Carter, “Our Failings in #hesault” inArmy Review3)1912, p.99

S War Office,Infantry Training 1905London, H.M.S.0O, 1905) p.123

" Combined Trainind.905, p.99

8 |bid, p.98

¥ War Office,Field Service Regulations Part 1: Operations 190®ndon, H.M.S.0O, 1909) p.14

43



importance but offering no real advice on how itldobe developeff. The failure to create a
doctrinal framework for all arms co-operation waseaious weakness for the British Army. Without
systematic guidance, the individual arms tendddam within their own framework, and developing
closer links took time and effort to bear fruithi§ was particularly true of infantry and artilleand

will be discussed in greater depth in subsequemptelns.

Some historians have praised the issu&iefd Service Regulations909 with Jay Luvaas feeling
that it effectively created a uniform doctrine aarelli Barnett arguing that without it, the enomumso
expansion of the British Army in the First World Yaould have resulted in utter chddsEven
John Dunlop considered the work to be “...of theatgst value for the inculcation of one central
doctrine...®? In fact, whileField Service Regulationsas an important advance in British military
thinking, it did not represent the creation of anfal written doctrine, and continued the trend of
rejecting the concept. The opening chapteF &.Rstated “The fundamental principles of war are
neither very numerous nor in themselves very absirbut the application of them is difficult and
cannot be made subject to rulé$.F.S.Rcontinued to place great emphasis on co-operatitmeen
the arms, noting The full power of an army can be exerted only whemll its parts act in close
combination” (emphasis in original) but while encouraging clbsks, the manual did little to ensure
unity of method amongst arms or divisidfisFor example, in 1912 the Inspector General ot&®r
praised the quality dfield Service Regulatiorsnd its accompanying service manuals, but idextifi
four critical tactical problems that were still op® substantial interpretation, noting that thesant
there was still “...opportunity [for] individual® tput their own views into practic&>” Furthermore,
during a 1912 inspection, it was found th&t 3¢ and &' Division each had their own preferred
method of attack that differed considerably frome aanother, causing the Inspector General to
complain that while junior officers and men weregieak of efficiency, the army as a whole had not
achieved “...anything approaching uniformity of giiee, which is so divergent in different divisions
that it would be difficult for them to combine iném army that acts with full effect® However, the
Army Council expressed little concern at the cistic, noting thafield Service Regulationdearly
started that methods should vary according to mistances, and that therefore such variation in

training was in fact to be considered “essenfiallt was somewhat blithely assumed that in the even
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of a combined operation between the formationsdttisions would be acting under the orders of a

higher authority and thus be able to regulate timeithods to achieve their directed objectites.

While official manuals continued to emphasise tttebautes of flexibility and a rejection of formal
rules, the British General Staff offered an oppoitiuto create a ‘school of thought' amongst the
intellectual elite of the officer class that coultimately emerge into a doctrine. On the contindre
presence of a General Staff system encouragedetneogppment of operational doctrine, providing
leadership from above that filtered down throughtbetarmy. However, in Britain the newly formed
General Staff experienced a number of teethingbtesuthat slowed its development and limited its
ability to create doctrine. For example, as thetfever Chief of General Staff, Neville Gerald
Lyttelton proved to be a great disappointment. /hie had done well as a commander in Natal
during the Boer War, he was promoted beyond hibtiabi and offered no real leadership for the
General Staff. Charles Repington was scathingtabgtelton, writing in 1906, “...old N.G.’s ided o
happiness is to have no questions asked, and ¢haitédxd men according to their capacity for leaving
him alone... he and many of his officers are theténg stock of the Army and a fraud upon the
public.”® In addition to the weak leadership of Lyttelttime General Staff was initially plagued by
organisational problems and petty squabbles, deaits true developmenl. Indeed, historians
Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham have argueat the General Staff did not constitute a true
corps of elite, intellectual soldiers until at led908, when Lyttelton was replaced by William

Nicholson®*

While the General Staff played an important roledevelopingtraining manuals and held regular
conferences discussing tactical problems, thididid to solve the lack of doctrine and the divers
of method noticeable in the smaller formationshe British Army. Part of the problem lay in the
fact that the General Staff was somewhat discoedetom the lower ranking officers of the British
Army. In 1907, the Duke of Connaught had complditieat the General Staff did not provide
leadership that filtered down , arguing that theyowas “out of touch” with the army as a whole and
in danger of being viewed as “just another War €@ffrganisation® Historian Martin Samuels has
argued the entire army in this period was in thp gf a ‘cult of rank’ that limited debate between
senior commanders and junior officers, a factor seaiously impaired the ability of the GeneralfSta

to devise a doctrine that would be accepted andeimgnted at lower levefé. For example, in 1905,
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a proposal to publish the reports on Staff Tourstie benefit of junior officers was rejected oe th
grounds that they would “...probably be too diffictor the Regimental officer’ At the first
General Staff conference in January 1908, offitei®w the rank of Colonel were not allowed to
participate in the debate, even though out of thatéending officers, 20 were Lieutenant-Colonel or
lower®® The result of this dislocation was that GeneriffSdeas sometimes ran counter to the
prevailing ethos at lower levels. For example, levtnitiative and flexibility were emphasised at
battalion level throughout the Edwardian periodl @10 Douglas Haig expressed concern at ideas put
forward at the staff conference of that year, wgtil already see from your discussion at the Staff
Coll. Confer. a tendency to split hairs, and a r@e$or preciserules to guide officers in every

conceivable situation in war. This wants watcHiffg.

Faced with the need to remain flexible to face deta of enemies around the globe and lacking
strong direction from the fledgling General Staffe British Army was neither willing nor able to
develop a formal operational doctrine prior to fiest World War. Instead any ideas of doctrine
were couched in loose and general terms, with wigen for interpretation. For example, M.F.
Rimington described a doctrine that permeatedaaks as “...essential to success in war”, goingpon
echoField Service Regulationm stating “The doctrine is ‘THE UNION OF ARMS ANDHE
RESOLUTE OFFENSIVEY While the British Army was undoubtedly moving tands closer co-
operation between arms, particularly infantry amtlllery, the considerable variance of tactical
methods in each of the six B.E.F. divisions plalo®its on how much could be achieved prior to the
First World War. The problems of this approach eveevealed in actions such the Battle of Le
Cateau 28 August 1914, where contradictory ideas of artjlldeployment resulted in the gunners of
each division deploying in a different manner tbiage the same goal, as will be discussed in greate
detail in later chapters. Martin Samuels and Tiaw€rs have been critical of the failure to devedop
formal doctrine, arguing it allowed backward ideéadlourish, contrasting it with the success of the
German General Staff. However, Travers also acknowledges that in 19®4B.E.F. as a whole
emphasised a “sensible and flexible” approach totiat avoided stereotypical tactics, with the main
problems lying in implementation rather than theSriore recently it has been suggested that while
the British Army undoubtedly suffered command peol at higher levels in 1914, at a tactical level

it was considerably more advancéd.
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This dichotomy between tactical skill and operagioneakness was influenced by the experience of
the Boer War. The struggle in South Africa hadhlighted numerous weaknesses in the training of
officers and men, as well as clearly demonstrativegtactical command problems that existed on a
modern battlefield. However, the unusual naturthefBoers and relative brevity of the conventional
stage of the war meant that there was little opmditst to learn operational level lessons that could
prove useful in the scale of conflict that a Eup®var would entail. Furthermore, the Boer War did
not fundamentally alter the duties of the Britishmd, which remained a small force designed to
police the empire rather than engage in mass seatflare. The doctrinal lessons learned in South
Africa were principally aimed to ensure succesthanext major colonial war, rather than in a vast
European struggl€® This fact has caused some historians to be alrititthe tactical approach that
emerged as a result of the Boer War, with G.R. I8eaguing that it meant reformers “...often
became convinced of the merits of measures that fatoved to be irrelevant, if not positively
harmful... British soldiers had engaged in a mqhbilgen war, in which small groups of men were
obliged to assume a large amount of responsilfitytheir own actions... in short, South Africa did
not provide the best possible preparation for th#ldfields of northern France and Flandéef8.”
However, this opinion has been criticised by M.Aanfiday, who argues that the need for skill,
intelligence and initiative amongst lower rankshighted in the Boer War proved to be a crucial
component in achieving victory in the First Worlda¥y and that tactical disasters on the Western
Front were often due to the incomplete implemeatatif such concepts, particularly amongst the

‘New Armies’, which lacked the benefits of longrteradvanced trainintj?

Furthermore, in 1914, the high tactical qualitytbé regular B.E.F. was of critical importance in
surviving and ultimately blunting the onslaughttieé Germans through Belgium and France. While
the operational handling of the British Army duritls period has drawn criticism, the skill and
professionalism of the army has attracted widesbpaise’® Although the ethos of the British
Army in this period had been geared towards colopiglicing duties, at a tactical level it
demonstrated considerable flexibility and performmeall in the opening months of the First World
War. The elite nature of the B.E.F. was a diresutt of the new training ethos that emerged as a
result of the Boer War, replacing unthinking obedis dread of responsibility and strict discipline
with individual initiative and skill at arms. Irhé opening months of the First World War, such
attributes were vital in allowing the outnumberedtiBh Army to perform so well against their
German opposites. John Bourne has described ttlesbaf 1914 as “soldiers’ battles” with critical

decision making taking place “...at the ‘sharp eadiong formations of company level or even
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below”, and it was here that the tactical skiltioé B.E.F. was at its most prominéfit. However, the
small size of the army and the absence of any fodwetrine meant that once the regular army had
effectively been destroyed at the end of 1914, mundwledge was lost, meaning the new volunteer
divisions were forced to learn painful and bloodgdons afresh. Many talented young officers of the
B.E.F. were killed in the fighting of 1914 and therviving regular training cadre was too small to
provide a useful base for the massive expansidrfdhawed'® Early training of the ‘New Armies’
was particularly poor, with many of the problematthad been identified by the Elgin Commission
re-emerging, particularly lack of initiative in tlasence of direct ordef¥. It would take the bitter
experience of combat in 1916 and 1917 before stk doctrine was crafted that was suitable for
the mass warfare of the Western Front. Many ofskils necessary for victory in the First World
War, particularly improved squad level tactics ataser co-operation of infantry and artillery, had
been identified in the Boer War. However, whilenpamprovements had been made in the 1902 —
1914 period, the failure to codify the concept® iatformal doctrine seriously hampered the training
of the massively expanded British Army and fordeeht to endure a bloody learning curve until final

victory in 1918.

The Primacy of the Offensive

In addition to prompting a wide-ranging reform bettraining ethos of the British Army, the Boer
War also played a key role in the debate aroundsihigility of frontal assault tactics in the facé o
modern firepower. The discussion regarding howptess an attack succesfully in the face of
smokeless magazine rifles, machine guns, entrenadisnamd QF artillery was a common one to all
major armies of the period. While advocates ofhboffensive and defensive methods enjoyed
periods of ascendency, by 1914 a surprising comsens the issue had emerged across Europe,
which ultimately marked a retrograde step for thmgtigh Army from the lessons learned in the Boer
War.

Concern over the effectiveness of the latest weapwad been growing within military circles
throughout the later part of the™ 8entury. Battles in the American Civil War, theafico-Prussian
War and the Russo-Turkish War had all shown thécdifies of pressing the attack against well-
armed and entrenched defenders, with even suctasshaults suffering heavy causalities. However,
the colonial duties of the British Army meant tleatountering foes armed with modern weapons was
relatively rare and thus devising solutions to pineblems of attack was a lower priority than it was
for continental armies. D.M. Leeson has accusedtitish Army of being backward and ignorant of

the dangers posed by firepower prior to the Boer,\Wat others such as Michael Howard and M.A.
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Ramsay argue that the difficulties of attackingiasfamodern rifles were well recognis€d. Indeed,
while the British had little experience in facingodern firepower, the effectiveness of their own
weapons against tribal foes had been proved thoughe Victorian era. For example, Frederick
Maurice cited Omdurman as a counter point to cential thinkers, who argued that numbers and
determination could overcome fire, noting “If argcamulation of numbers or any supreme readiness
to sacrifice life could enable a body of attackingpps to advance in front against modern infantry
and artillery fire, beyond doubt the Dervishes wdonhve broken our line at Omdurman. Therefore
that battle gives, under this aspect, food for maclection.™® However, while there were concerns
over the effectiveness of modern weapons, therelittl@sconsensus on how serious a problem this
might pose. Even the forward thinking G.F.R. Herde considered that “Shrapnel, Maxims and the
small bore do not seem to increase the butchell’'sobthe extent some would have us believe...”,

although he acknowledged that the effect of fir¢ronps in the open would be “very gredf®.

The experience of the Boer War starkly revealetttitemore cautious analysts of the Victorian army
had been correct. Lacking mobile forces that cauitflank the enemy in the early stage of the war,
the British were forced to make frontal assaultgirzg} prepared positions, suffering heavy casisltie
and ultimately being stopped in the triple defeHt8Black Week’. At Magersfontein, the Highland
Brigade was left pinned down on an open plain fourk, with small groups at various ranges
between 200 and 600 yards from the Boer line, enabhdvance or retreat. Leo Amery wrote after
the war “...efforts to rush the trenches were gtéide from time to time, but gallantry was powesles
in the face of the overwhelming advantage of pasitiRarely have troops gone through so severe an

ordeal.*!!

At the Battle of Paardeberg, Horace Smith-Dornégtnessed a succession of attacks
across open ground against the entrenched Boeerlamgne to grief, recalling one attempt in the
following terms: “It was a gallant charge, gallgried, but the fact that not one of them got withi

300 yards of the enemy is sufficient proof of itsility.” *** These early defeats, particularly in Natal,
showed clearly that frontal attacks against webkifioned Boers could only succeed with strong

artillery support, wide infantry extensions andfskitactics.

Upon assuming command in South Africa, Lord Robadmpted a different strategy for dealing with
the Boers. Whereas Buller and Methuen had beeeddoy geography, limited supply lines and lack
of mobile troops into making frontal assaults, Rtdb@ossessed far larger numbers of cavalry and
aimed to manoeuvre the Boers from strong positiatiger than batter his way through them. Frontal

attacks were made by widely extended lines and diitnehold the Boers in place, while flanking
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forces turned them out of their position%. The strategy repeatedly forced the Boers batbyalg
Roberts to relieve Kimberley and seize his objediin the form of the cities of Bloemfontein and
Pretoria, without suffering the kind of defeatsfsrdd by Buller in Natal. However, with the
exception of the capture of Cronje’s laager at getaerg, it also allowed the Boer forces to escape
from battle relatively intact, allowing many of theto continue the fight in the guerrilla war.
Continental writers, particularly in Germany, werentemptuous of this approach. The German
official history of the war complained that “...ldbRoberts’s system throughout the whole campaign
was to manoeuvre rather than to fight....” and lastéd the British for being unwilling to risk heavy
casualties!* Lord Roberts responded, arguing “| manoeuvreatiter to be able to fight the Boers on
my own and not their terms”, noting that the Bosmild have been delighted to face British attacks
in prepared positions as at Magersfontéin Although continental critics remained unimpressed
was respect for firepower that came to encaps8atish offensive thinking in the years immediately
following the Boer War. The experience of fightimg South Africa caused G.F.R Henderson to
revise his earlier opinions on modern weapons,mngiin 1900 “A direct (or frontal) attack against
good troops well posted, always a desperate urkegtehas now become suicidat® lan Hamilton
echoed similar sentiments, feeling that old fasbibrEuropean style attacks relying on mass were
likely to fail, and instead advocating the uselafiking movements and enfilade fire in the assallt.
Some officers such as C.E. Callwell and B.F.S Ba@mmell'® went further, feeling that weapon
guality now placed a distinct advantage in the Baofdthe defender, although such opinions were at
the fringes of the argumehf Although there was an acknowledgement within &ney that
offensives would be harder under modern conditiansas felt that while offering a passive defence
might win local victories, it would ultimately lead defeat through failure to capitalise upon them.
The Boers were cited as an example of this tenderMhile they had won a string of tactical
victories against the British in the early parttioé war, their failure to follow up their succesasw
seen by some as being fatdl.As one British officer summed up, to remain pyreh the defensive

was “...to suffer war, not make it

Therefore the ethos that emerged from the Boer &batinued to place emphasis on the offensive as
the path to ultimate victory, but the methods tebwloyed were influenced by the bitter experiences

fighting in the Tulega and Modder River campaigmiejecting simple brute force, official manuals
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suggested manoeuvre in the style of Lord Robertsbawed with the close artillery co-operation
pioneered in Natallnfantry Training1902 was sceptical about the use of frontal attacksss open
ground, suggesting turning movements would yielttebeaesults for far fewer casualti€s. Well
trained, skilful troops and extended formations evier reduce casualties during the advance, with
great attention paid to the use of cover. As ofiees commented in 1903, “If the old attack
formations resembled the advancing tide, the nesvwvaill recall a number of parallel or converging

streams rushing forward, as the surface of thergtqermits.**?

If the enemy was patrticularly well
entrenched and had secure flanks, direct assausltrejacted and instead an approach by sap was
advocated, such as that employed at Paardéfferdndeed, the use of saps to close with an

entrenched enemy formed the main focus for the h@@6oeuvres in Indi&’

However, a number of factors meant that the newdorespect for firepower gradually became
eroded as the Edwardian era continued. The populaf aggressive tactics remained high
throughout European armies during this period,torgan virtual ‘cult of the offensive’ in the Freimc
army and becoming a major influence for both thetidr and the Germans. This development has
been widely analysed by historians including Jollis,BMichael Howard, M.A. Ramsay and Tim
Travers:®*® While points of difference remain, a general @mssis exists on the idea that military
leaders saw the offensive as granting moral suggri@llowing courageous men to overcome well
armed but passive opponents through strength bof Britain never became as devoted to the spirit o
the offensive as the French, but a variety of gifices in the years prior to the First World War mhea

that the British Army gradually began to lose sighthe lessons learned in South Africa.

One of the key influences throughout this periddtesl to the new spirit of tactical initiative. nge

the American Civil War, there had been concernsdhae troops were given the chance to seek their
own cover, getting them to move again would beeswély difficult, if not impossible. These issues
were of particular concern to the British Army asbved away from close control towards extended
formations and local initiative. Doubts remaindxbat the ability of the British lower classes teeli

up to the new tactical standards expected of tls-Boer War army, particularly how to maintain
morale and ensure an advance when officers werelogg at hand. While thorough training, strong
low level leadership anéspirit de corpswere seen as important factors, it was also censitl
essential that the men should be highly motivatedigh levels of individual motivation were seen

as a form of discipline in themselves. DouglasgHektolled the virtues of “...courage, energy,
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determination, endurance, perseverance, and wiseds”, noting that “Without these qualities,
which meandiscipline no combination will be possiblé?® To this end, the belief in the offensive
and the exultation of moral strength became comepigary ideas. To physically press a frontal
attack in the face of modern weapons required greatage, while the determination to assume the

offensive was held to give the attacker a distinotal advantage over the enetfiy.

Nevertheless, the bitter experience of the Boer W&t shown that even courageous and highly
disciplined regular soldiers could be stopped lgy fire of magazine rifles. Such a view may have
continued to pre-dominate in the British Army hacddt been for the events of the Russo-Japanese
War. During the conflict in Manchuria, Russiandes had assumed a generally defensive posture,
fighting from behind earthworks and attempting teather a string of Japanese attacks. The fire
swept zone in this conflict was even deadlier tihénad been in the Boer War, with machine guns and
large amounts of artillery adding substantial gterto the defender. The Japanese were typically
forced to approach via sap, moving under coveraskmkss to within assault range of the Russian
trenches®® Even with such preparations, attacks against iRugsositions tended to be bloody
affairs, but despite suffering heavy casualtiesytivere often successful. Jack Snyder has argued
that this led European observers to create a twel l@nalysis. On one hand, the tactical lessons
emphasised the increase of firepower, the requmefoe invisibility and the high cost of assaulbsit

at a strategic level it was seen to demonstrateptiveer of the offensive to overcome the passive
defensive, even if the defenders held a numerrtage and the benefit of field worRS. Indeed,

the tactical observations seemed to confirm marth@iessons of the Boer War regarding firepower,
entrenchment and concealment. British observen® wenerally cautious about the success of
Japanese assault tactics. One officer concludsdhh tactics of both armies “...consisted chiefly
hard pounding, and the Japanese pounded hardfesah Hamilton admired the speed of Japanese
infantry rushes, but attributed much of their sesctw the abysmal marksmanship of the Russians,
feeling that against well trained British troops t.do not see how the Japanese could hope totspri
across the last 300 yards** Officers from the Royal Engineers noted that eseccessful attacks
had taken several days of hard fighting, with pattrly heavy losses in the initial assault wal?és.

One Royal Engineer commented that future attackicgg...will involve an appalling amount of
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spade work” but felt that this was the only wayibuld be possible to close with an entrenched

enemy without prohibitive casualti&s.

Yet, while the majority of tactical observationgessed the difficulty of assault and the heavy
casualties it would entail, the fact the Japaneskwon the war with offensive strategy was seen as
the ultimate vindication of the power of the attd®kTactical observers had placed importance on the
use of entrenchment and close artillery suppotheroffensive, but these key factors were sometimes
neglected by analysts, who often saw them as beingecondary importance to willpower and
morale’®” For example, the Japanese suffered 48,000 casumitassaults against the defences of
Port Arthur, compared to 28,200 casualties suffénethe Russians, but the eventual success of the
Japanese attacks was held up as proof that maralé cvercome the material advantages enjoyed by
the defenders of the Russian fortificatidffs. Even the commander of the Russian forces in
Manchura, General Kuropatkin, supported this idadjng after the war “...our moral strength was
less than that of the Japanese...This lack of ahagpirit, of moral exaltation, and of heroic impa)
affected particularly our stubbornness in batttemany cases we did not have sufficient resolutiion
conquer such antagonists as the Japari&sd@he Japanese warrior spirit Bishidowas admired by
European observers, and their willingness to t@kerg casualties in frontal attacks was contrasted
favourably against the British preference for flamgkmoves in the Boer War. German critic Major
Balck felt that the Japanese had succeeded pretisehuse they had rejected British tactics, and ha
instead “...pushed doggedly forward like angry lbolaigjs, never halting, until, bleeding and exhauysted
they had fastened themselves on the enemy and lveowidtory.**° In the aftermath of the Russo-
Japanese War such views became popular throughwop&, particularly in France. While the Boer
War had seemed to demonstrate the power of modeapans, the lessons of that conflict had never
been widely accepted in France or Germany, andriasts have suggested that this resurgence in the
belief that willpower and morale could overcomeefixdefences represented the existence of pre-

conceived ideas that had not been modified by thetSAfrica war-**

The situation was somewhat different for the Bhnith'rmy, which had the benefit of having practical
experience in the Boer War. Although assessmematsrdfrom the Russo-Japanese War regarding

the offensive were more cautious than those thatldped on the continent, they had the unfortunate
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effect of stifling the trend of thinking that hatherged from the South African conflié As in the
French army, willpower was emphasised over firegdwesome officers. Even lan Hamilton argued
that “Blindness to moral forces and worship of mateforces inevitably lead in war to
destruction.**® Field Service Regulatiorechoed similar sentiments, stating “Success indegends
more on moral than physical qualities. Skill cannompensate for want of courage, energy and
determination....” although it also sounded a radteaution for those who might take such ideas to
extremes, adding “...but even high moral qualitesy not avail without careful preparation and

skilful direction.*

The belief that sheer courage could force merosscifire swept ground
encouraged some officers to express greater comgdabout the success of the attack in the face of
modern weapons, rejecting the pessimistic appréhsélhad emerged in 1902. These related factors
contributed to a subtle change of wording fr@embined Trainind 905 toField Service Regulations
1909, placing new emphasis on the final ‘assaudther than the development of superior
firepower®  Similarly, the emphasis on flank attacks that Heatured in earlier manuals was
changed to finding the weak spot in the enemy dine delivering a decisive assault at that pttt.
The rejection of the South African experience saknte reach a peak at a 1910 General Staff
conference, when Brigadier General Lancelot Kiggékred an opinion that dismissed the Boer War

at a stroke:

After the Boer War the general opinion was thatréwsult of the battle would for the future
depend on fire-arms alone, and that the sword lamtbayonet were played out. But this idea
is erroneous and was proved so in the late warandiiuria. Everyone admits that. Victory
is won actually by the bayonet, or by fear of ihigh amounts to the same thing so far as the

conduct of the attack is concerned.

This fact was proved beyond doubt in the late wahink the whole question rather hangs on
that; and if we accept the view that victory isuatly won by the bayonet, it settles the

point*’

Martin Samuels has used such opinions expressadjbyranking officers to offer a condemnation of
the British Army methods as a whdf&. However, M.A. Ramsay has argued that the thinkignot

permeate much below brigade level, where a belidire and movement’ and a respect for modern
firepower remained central tactical principlés.As previously discussed, the General Staff hay on

limited influence at lower levels, while the faikuto devise an overall doctrine meant that indiaidu
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commanders still had great latitude with regardheir tactics. This meant that the ‘cult of the
offensive’ that gripped the French never emergethé British Army, although individual officers
could sometimes favour such idé3s.Furthermore, there were contrary voices withie &hmy who
criticised the dedication to aggressive tacticsajdvl General May bemoaned that determination to
attack “...threatens to become a stereotypicalgghrd his is so everywhere, although there are not
wanting signs that the vogue is less unquestiomaa it was...** The belief that courage alone carry
men forward also received criticism. Major Rookiscdssed the issue in early 1914, echoing

sentiments expressed by Maurice’s earlier apprafsaimdurman:

It is clear that however much the attacking troopsy be ‘trained above the fear of death’,
this itself will not prevent their being struck tye enemy’s bullets, and may not improbably

even increase their losses since such troopskalg tb expose themselves unddi.

Attitudes towards the offensive were malleable thfwmut the period. In the aftermath of the Boer
War, there was pessimism and caution regardinglkatiagainst modern weapons, but the attitude was
reversed following the apparent success of thengmgain Manchuria. However, from 1912 onwards,
Tim Travers has argued that the trend once agajarb® turn against dedication to moral forces and
the offensive at all costs, even suggesting thatthe First World War broken out in 1916, the Biiti
Army would have been in possession of highly “tdi and imaginative” tactics® Equally, it
remains questionable to what extent such ideasnteeqmpular at the tactical level of the British

Army, with M.A. Ramsay arguing that they had lindit@fluence in brigade and battalion wdrk.

Nevertheless, views from the continent, doubts altbe courage of lower class troops and the
misinterpretation of examples from the Manchuriaar Wad the negative effect of causing the British
Army to forget some of its own South African expeiges. The cautious assessment that had
emerged in 1902 was gradually eroded, downgradliegmportance of firepower and movement and
replacing it with a belief in moral supremacy andlpewer. While the British were more cautious
about the implications of firepower than some & tontinental nations, the belief that willpower
could triumph over modern weapons was a dangeioasof thought. In expressing belief in the
bayonet and moral forces, officers such as LancKiggell were in danger of forgetting the
experiences of the Boer War, where courageous arul drilled regulars had often been unable to
make any progress against untrained farmers arnitbdmodern rifles. Fortunately for the British
Army, such views did not go unchallenged and diddewvelop into a firm doctrine as they did for the

French. However, their growing popularity followinhe Russo-Japanese War represented a clear
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regression in thought from the cautious but ingelit assessment of the offensive that had developed
in the aftermath of the Boer War. While the regleE.F. fought on the defensive for virtually &4
major battles, in the later years of the First WaNar the failure to ally commensurate tactical and
operational skill to courage in the offensive oftead to tragic consequences. The root of such
thinking lay in the pre-1914 era, and thus theat@e of the lessons regarding firepower and

willpower that emerged from the Boer War must casa serious error for the British Army.
Conclusion

The British Army of 1914 was unique in many wayBespite the growing threat from Germany in
the latter part of the Edwardian era, the army ieetha colonial police force that faced potential
deployment to locations all across the empire. ff@med with this challenging role, the British
Army developed along quite different lines to thass armies of the continent, emphasising skill in
low level tactics and encouraging diversity of noettamongst its divisions but lacking an operational
doctrine. Training manuals for individual servamgns and the army as a whole followed this trend,
emphasising adaptability and flexibility rather nharoviding a written doctrine. In organisational
and operational terms, the army remained weddeésimall war’ principles, but its professionalism,
training and tactical flexibility meant that it permed well in 1914, despite being heavily

outnumbered.

The Boer War had played a key role in shaping they'a development along these lines. In terms of
operational lessons, the Boer War provided limgediance. The conventional stage of the war had
lasted less than a year, turning into a mobile rjleeconflict following the fall of the Boer capits.
The hard lessons learned by the British in theydaattles showed the need for skill and initiatate

all levels, as well as demonstrating the terrififficllties associated with frontal attacks against
modern firepower. These ideas came to form thepim of the British Army’s tactical development
in the years immediately following the war, encaing a new dedication to training that allowed the
army to develop many of the new tactical ideasusised in earlier chapters. By 1914, this change in
training ethos had produced elite infantrymen, bégpaf an unprecedented rate of aimed fire, skilful
in the use of the ground and capable of operatirexiended formations. However, while the British
Army had many strengths in 1914, it also had wesé®® In remaining a colonial army that
emphasised flexibility, it ensured it could perfoamwide number of roles, including successfully
engaging the German army in 1914. However, theidaan flexibility combined with a lack of
operational doctrine to create considerable ditseisi method amongst the various divisions. The
tactical skill and professionalism of the B.E.F.gk@d many of these problems, but they became
particularly acute once the old regular army haghbeeplaced by fresh volunteer divisions. Without
the benefits of a long period of training and lagkia formal written doctrine from which to draw,

these new formations were forced to learn fromtshra This meant that the British Army repeated
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tactical mistakes that had been identified by tlggnECommission a decade earlier, and was forced to

endure a long, painful process of in-theatre leaytihat took several years before it finally batetf

The British Army of the First World War has sometgnbeen criticised in comparison with the
German army, most notably by Martin Samuels, whatrests German operational brilliance against
British incompetenc&® However, in 1914, the British and German armiegresented curious
opposites. As previously discussed, the colonigied of the British Army emphasised small scale
tactical principles and lacked formal operationatttine. Conversely, the German army had virtually
no colonial duties and had long anticipated a #asbpean conflict against France and Russia. The
focus on this coming continental struggle encoutagige German army to develop detailed
operational plans for the defeat of her future daem However, this focus on operational level
planning had become something of a fetish in tkterlgart of the Edwardian period, virtually to the
exclusion of all other consideratio§. Bruce Gudmundsson has argued that by 1914, #ri®w
focus on operations meant that tactics had beegatdd to a mere “subsidiary art” in the German
army, while Steven D. Jackman has highlighted #w¢ that old fashioned thinking and conservative
attitudes predominated at a tactical level, enagingaclose control, mass formations and rigid drll
The tactical backwardness of the German army mréspect became apparent in the early battles of
1914, when British soldiers expressed their amarématethe use of close order columns on a modern
battlefield’*® The striking contrast in infantry tactics adoptsdthe two armies is illustrative of the
fact that the British had learned crucial lessonSouth Africa, translating them into useful taatic

principles that served them well in 1914.

The British Army also compared favourably to thertah. Although it possessed a colonial branch,
some sections of the French army had blamed defeE870 on the influence of colonial officers,
who had developed great reputations in imperiakvibart had failed in combat against the Germans.
The simmering tensions between colonial soldietsthe metropolitan army remained unresolved in
the pre-First World War period, preventing any tiokange of tactical ideas. The army was also
hampered by political pressure from ever changmgeghments, who disliked the authoritarian aspect
of the military and preferred the concept of paisio replacing disciplin€® This contributed to a
rejection of doctrine by the French army who, egpiteg similar sentiments to the British, feared it

would stifle initiative'® Unfortunately, while the British Army was able develop effective low
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level tactics from the Boer War experience, thenEinehad no comparable examples to provide a base
for tactical development. Lacking guidance fronowabor experience from below, the French army
reacted by seizing upon the “cult of the offensjv&’fashionable view that emerged at lower levels
and spread throughout the rest of the atthyInspired by this idea, French training and tactic
revolved almost entirely around tloéfensive a outragerejecting doctrine and tactics that took into
account modern firepower. British observers in2l9bted with disquiet, “...the French infantry
displayed marked inferiority to our own in minorctigas. There was not... anything like the same
efficiency in fire direction and control. The imftay, like the cavalry, did not seem to realize wha
modern rifle fire was like! The belief in theoffensive a outracéore bitter fruit in the opening
months of the First World War, when the French asuffered over 300,000 casualties in reckless
attacks against German defences. While certatiossoof the British Army had placed similar faith

in courage and the bayonet in the aftermath ofRhgso-Japanese War, such ideas did not become
universal. Although they did lead to a modificatiof the cautious but realistic attack tactics otith
Africa, this reform was never taken to the extrenteat prevailed in the French army, and at a

tactical level there remained a belief in ‘fire andvement’ and a respect for modern weapons.

However, while the B.E.F. was tactically superiormany ways to both the French and German
armies, its colonial roots created operational weakes that were to become a problem in the 1914.
The British Army had no experience in fighting sucharge scale conflict, and lack of operational
experience caused errors and a loss of commandotalotring the critical month of August 1914.
Indeed, while the stand at the Battle of Le Cafgawed to be of immense importance in holding off
German pursuit, it has been suggested that theHatiSmith-Dorrien erroneously assumed his right
flank was supported by Haig's | Corps presenteddBemans with a great opportunity to encircle and
destroy virtually half of the B.E.F?
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Chapter Two
Infantry

The experience of the Boer War shook the BritisyAto its very core. Despite going to war on the
back of tremendous public expectation and oveaalfidence, the army suffered shocking defeats in
the early battles of the campaign. As previouslied, the British Army lacked any real doctrine and
instead went to war with a considerable variandactical ideas, many of which were found to be
outdated and wanting. The British infantry haeptymost colonial opposition from fields across the
globe, but fighting an opponent armed with smolselaagazine rifles and possessing great mobility,
the British found themselves pinned down by aceurdie fire and unable to make significant
progress. Over the course of the war, the injanais forced to abandon a number of pre-conceived
tactical ideas and adapt new, unanticipated solstio ensure victory. By the close of hostilities,
although the British had devised a system thatsuasessful in finally defeating the Boers, it was a
widely held opinion that, in the words of Rudyariplihg’s famous poem, the country and army had
been taught “no end of a lessoh”.

Of the three main combat arms of the British Ariyyas the infantry who learned the most from the
experience of war on the veldt. While the cavalgyre initially small in numbers and later hampered
by their tremendous problems with horse supply, d&ne artillery saw its importance and
opportunities for action decline after the fallBibemfontein and Pretoria, infantry played a part i
the opening battles of 1899 and remained in thetfiiae until the end of the war in 1902. By the
close of this period of hard fighting, a numbersefious weaknesses in pre-war tactics and training
had been starkly revealed, and a need for reforimoth respects to meet the challenges posed by

modern firepower, was readily apparent.

The issue was not if reform was needed, but of Wiad and how it was to be implemented.
Conditions in South Africa had been unusual, whie flat, barren terrain and clear atmosphere
combining to make rifle fire highly effective, palarly at long range. This made extrapolation of
lessons difficult, and as revealed by the findimjsthe Elgin Commissionthe army lacked a
unanimous opinion on what tactical direction toetak the years following the war in South Africa.
lan Beckett has argued that the fact that the tessb the Boer War were neither self-evident nor

unambiguous meant its overall impact on tacticiglrne was somewhat diffuse and limitéd.

Additionally, persistent structural problems suchthe lack of men available for training in the

average company and the drain of drafts for Inthagqa certain limits on the extent to which tactics

! From the poem “The Lesson” by Rudyard Kiplingsfipublished imThe Timesn July 1901.
2 |an Beckett, “The South African War and the Lafetdfian Army” in Davis & Grey (edsJhe Boer War:
Army, Nation and EmpiréCanberra, Army History Unit, 2000) p.32
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could be improved. Since the Cardwell reforms &1, British regiments had consisted of two
linked battalions, one of which would be stationedBritain and provide a source of recruitment,
while the other would be sent to India to servears of the garrison. In the #@entury, ensuring the
security of India was seen as the primary roletf@r British Army and the home battalions were
expected to provide regular trained drafts forrthedian partners. This meant the forces based in
Britain were constantly short of men, being fortedend their best soldiers abroad each year. The
lack of men and the negative impact it had upomititg was cited as a serious issue by several

witnesses who addressed flgin Commissionl

However, in spite of these limitations, it is geallr argued amongst historians that by 1914 the
infantry of the British Army had reached a pealertellence. Edward Spiers noted that the infantry
had reached a standard “...never before achievetieirBtitish Army and unequalled among the
contemporary armies in Europ&”Clearly, in achieving this level of skill, thenay had undergone a

considerable improvement from the Victorian forcatthad been embarrassed by the Boers.

It is the aim of this chapter to demonstrate thatgeeds of the vital tactical reforms that allowresl

British Expeditionary Force of 1914 to be such &te @rmy were laid during and immediately after
the Boer War.  Although acknowledging that the ezignce of combat in South Africa was
somewhat ambiguous and open to debate, this chaptergue that key lessons of modern warfare

painfully learned on the veldt were absorbed inttactical framework of the infantry.

Martin Van Creveld has suggested that the year® 38845 marked an epoch of war he terms “The
Age of Systems”. He argues that the growth ofldf@td firepower in this era produced three key
tactical reactions in armies worldwide, in partain the infantry branch. In an attempt to insgea
the survivability of infantry in the face of modenreapons, there was a much greater appreciation of
cover, including the use field entrenchments anthearks to protect troops from incoming fire.
Allied to this was a recourse to camouflage andceaiment as opposed to colourful uniforms and
bright equipment, making the individual infantrymatess distinct target than in previous eras.tdJni
also began to adopt dispersed formations, movingyanom shoulder to shoulder formations and
vastly reducing the number of soldiers per squastrarof front line. While armies around the world
were gradually moving towards these tactical coteapthe years prior to the First World War, the

experience of conflict in South Africa gave thetBh Army an important head start. All the tactical
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pp.171 - 174

60



precepts suggested by Van Creveld were identifseoin@ortant to victory during the Boer War and
would provide the British Army with a vital framewoupon which to build the most elite infantry in

Europe in the period prior to 1914.

The process of reform was not an easy one forring and the South African experience was not the
only source of tactical thought. Contrary ideasdvior attention in the 1902 — 1914 period, andesom
officers came to regard the peculiar conditionsSotith Africa as a poor guide for future conflict.
Ideas that gained precedence were not always msigeeor positive. Influences from the continental
armies of France and Germany fed into the existwtcal debates and while their influence was felt
less in the infantry than in the artillery and dawathey remained a factor in British thought
throughout the period. As well as the Boer Wag, Russo-Japanese War 1904-05 caught the eye of
militaries worldwide and in some cases its peratissons ran contrary to those of the Boer War.
Furthermore, it has also been suggested by TimeFsaand Martin Samuels that preconceived ideas
and traditional attitudes amongst some of the 8rifA\rmy’s leadership placed a brake on reforms and
in some cases introduced retrograde tactical clsfngdthough the Boer War started the process of
tactical reform, these other factors played a imlehaping the final tactical synthesis that emerige

1914, and their influence will be discussed andysea during the course of the chapter.

This chapter will therefore analyse the tacticaledepment of the infantry of the British Army dugin
the period 1902 — 1914. Taking the experiencenefBoer War as a base, it will argue that the
infantry learned three crucial lessons in the 189®02 period which allowed it to develop into the
elite arm that fought so well in the early montlis\world War 1. These were greater formation
extension to cross the fireswept zone, a neednipravement in marksmanship and fire tactics, and
finally greater interest in the use of the earttkgoand entrenchments. These subheadings will
provide a framework for analysis, demonstratingt thithough the tactical lessons of the South
African war were neither entirely self evident norchallenged, they gave the British infantry an

important head start in the tactics that were b necessary on'2@entury battlefields.

Extension and Crossing the Fire Swept Zone

The Boer War was a conflict that contained sevangleasant tactical surprises for the British Army,
but arguably the increased deadliness of small eirmshould not have been one of them. From the

American Civil War 1861 — 65 onwards, there hadnbaesteady increase in the effectiveness of

® Travers, TimThe Killing Ground: The British Army, the Westenmo#t and the Emergence of Modern War
1900-1918Barnsley, Pen & Sword, 2003), Samuels, Maiommand or Control? Command, Training and
Tactics in British and German Armies 1888-19lL8ndon, Frank Cass, 1995)

61



infantry firearms, with the Wars of German Unificet and the Russo-Turkish War 1877-78
providing further evidence of the power of modeiftes. Infantry firepower had also revealed its
considerable potential in the earlier campaignSanth Africa against the Boers. In particular, the
famous Boer victory at Majuba Hill in 1881 had shmotlue effectiveness of good weapons even in the
hands of untrained militia, and should have sholmat the Boers as a military force deserved to be
taken seriously. Prior to the debacle at MajuleaBhtish had fought a number of small campaigns
against the Boers, and although these had generadlgd in victory, the British participants hadree
quick to note the unusual characteristics andsskillithe average Boer. For example, in 1848 alsmal
force led by Sir Harry Smith, a Peninsula War ammdtNvest Frontier veteran, had put down a Boer
rebellion at Boomplaats. Although victorious, Smdiescribed the skirmish as one of the most severe
he had witnessed, and declared of the Boer shot@ingpre rapid, fierce and well-directed fire | leav
never seen maintained.”However, as has already been discussed, littkle le@rned from these

experiences outside of individual units.

Given that the Boers had already demonstratedffaetigeness of their firepower and ability to use
skirmish tactics in earlier wars against the Bhitidere was no reason to underestimate them i8.189
Indeed, in some ways they were more formidable tbeer before. A large-scale government-
spending programme had rearmed the Boers from d8%&rds with the latest magazine loading
Mauser rifles. These were excellent weapons, dapafblong-range rapid fire on flat trajectories.
Crucially, they also used smokeless powder thatomy increased accuracy, but also meant that
firing the weapon did not give away the marksmamisition. The potential effect of smokeless
powder in the hands of an opposing force had beeognised as posing new difficulties as early as
1892, but the failure to disseminate new tactidalas within the Victorian army meant that these

warnings had had little impact on the British Arasya whole by the time of the Boer War.

In fact, despite previous evidence of the formidahtilitary capabilities of the Boers, initial
assessments of them were often contemptuous. ©rewd of the war, pro-imperialists in the
Economistand theSpectatordismissed the Boers as “stock breeders of thedbtype”, no more than
“a rough mob of good marksmeh”The British Intelligence Department largely agrée its secret
report, “Military Notes on the Dutch Republics afush Africa”. It was felt that the decline of game
on the veldt had reduced their once famous accuséttythe rifle and overall they were assessed to
be inferior to the men who had achieved victoriMajuba in 1881. The report expected the Boers to

deploy little more than a raiding strategy agamistish possessions in South Africa, and offeresl th
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opinion “It appears certain that, after [one] sesia@efeat, they would be too deficient in disciglin

and organization to make any further real stdfid.”

These early views on the weakness of the Boers gquaokly dispelled by the opening engagements
and especially the defeats of “Black Week” in Debem1899. While opinion on individual Boer
marksmanship in this period varied considerablgmfrthose who felt it was as good as before, to
others who felt it was “shockingly bad”, it was alst universally agreed that modern rifle firepower
was now capable of causing casualties at extrefoaly ranges, while at closer distances the sheer
volume of fire was as significant as its accuramy] made further advance exceptionally diffi¢tilt.

In addition, smokeless ammunition made reconnatesamrk more challenging than ever before and
created an apparently ‘empty’ battlefield that plha considerable psychological strain upon sadier
For the infantry, the most pressing tactical problgas how best to cross this barren, fire swepézon
to get into assaulting range of an entrenched argkly invisible enemy. An anonymous officer

offered a description of the changed nature of war:

War is not what it was when armies manoeuvredghtsof each other, and when 600 yards
was the limit of artillery fire. | smile when litik of the face of a man who is bungling an
attempt to bite off the end of a cartridge, witreaye cocked all the time on the gentleman
advancing at the double to avenge the death ofr“BdS. That was old-time fighting, and

some sport about it too. Now Bill is killed at 249ards, and Bill's pal hasn’t an idea where

the shot was fired. That is modern warfaré...

To officers and men who had cut their teeth in p@lbactions against poorly armed tribal foes, the
new conditions of warfare were strikingly differer€olonel A.W. Thorneycroft, a veteran of various
small colonial engagements throughout Africa, not¢dfirst his men were apt to disregard the
potential effects of Boer fire as past combat eignee had shown them that the “...Kaffir fires over
your head as a rulé® In stark contrast, an officer who fought at tingt engagement of the war, the

Battle of Talana Hill 26 October 1899, left an account of the difficultyfaéing modern rifle fire:

I don't suppose | am ever likely to go through arenawful fire than broke out from the Boer
line as we dashed forward. The ground in frontnef was literally rising in dust from the

bullets, and the din echoing between the hill drewood below and among the rocks from

19 TNA WO 33/154 Military Notes on the Dutch Republliaf South Africa pp.49-52
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the incessant fire of the Mausers seemed to blétldenvery other sound into a long drawn-

out hideous roar.... the whole ground we had alreatgred was strewn with bodies?..

In the face of such intense defensive fire, attaek&ee problematical. Although study of the recent
European wars had hinted at the difficulties inhene attacking a determined, well-armed defender,
this was the first practical experience the Britietd had facing modern firepower on a large scale,
and it was soon found that the kind of close om&sault tactics that had been so valuable in the
Sudan and other colonial wars were redundant inhSafrica. For example, at the Battle of En&lin
25" November 1899, Lord Methuen described the attdcth® Naval Brigade in his despatches.
“The fire here was very heavy, and the Naval Brgadiffered severely, keeping in too close
formation... [not] taking advantage of covéf.” Although the attack achieved its objective, the
brigade lost virtually all its petty officers andC®s killed or wounded, and suffered an overall
casualty rate of 44%. Even after this example, some officers still fstesl with the use of close
order. At the Battle of Colenso "i®ecember 1899, Major General Hart, a believerdaping his
men “well in hand” advanced his"®Brigade towards the Boer positions in quarter mwis, even
going so far as to countermand an order from timencanding officer of one of his battalions to open
into extended ordéf. The results were predictable, and not even thetipavords of Arthur Conan
Doyle could disguise the fact this was a serioutidal blunder as he described the attack of the
brigade in the following terms: “the four regimemisibbed into one, with all military organisation
rapidly disappearing, and nothing left but theillayat spirit....”® An additional limiting factor for the
British Army was that in the early stages of the wdacked enough cavalry to be able to outflank
Boer positions, and the infantry were thus foragd making relatively narrow frontal attacks. Even
at best these attacks simply forced the Boers bmaeiother defensive position with relatively few
casualties compared to those suffered by the Britioord Methuen’s campaign to relieve the siege of
Kimberly typified this kind of fighting, being desbed by a contemporary as “...an honest,
straightforward British march up to a row of waggirifles.”°

While shoulder-to-shoulder formations had workediagt colonial opposition that lacked modern
weapons, existing British tactical thinking was ranttirely ignorant of the threat of improved
firepower, and close order formations were not flynrecommended for use against well-armed

opposition. The 1896 edition dffantry Drill had suggested extending from close order column

4 Quoted in AmeryTimes HistoryVol.2, p.164

15 Also known as the Battle of Graspan.

1 TNA WO 108/237 Lord Methuen’s Despatch™@6ovember 1899

" Amery, Times HistoryVol.2, pp.338-339

18 pakenham, Thoma$he Boer WatLondon, Abacus, 1992) p.225, Maurice, Frederak YHistory of the
War in South AfricdUckfield, Naval & Military Press 2007) Vol.2, §#53-35 (Hereafter referred to @fficial
History)

9 Conan Doyle, ArthurThe Great Boer WafLondon, Smith, Elder Co. 1900), p.93

2 pPhillips, L.M, With Rimington(Lonon, Edward Arnold 1902) p.8
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formations at a range of approximately half a nfiltan the enemy, although naturally this round
figure was open to interpretation and was not asfajlowed?* Additionally, the lack of doctrine in
the British army and profusion of tactical ideasdsh on individual regimental experience meant
tactics and formations adopted for the attack dadensiderably. For example, a junior officer
stationed with a British regiment in India notedittthis battalion assault training in July 1899
consisted of the attacking line being separated ‘ftght little bunches of about twenty men each”
advancing in a line to within 200 yards of the egeuosition. While this was extension of a sort, it
was hopelessly inadequate, the officer recordindni;hdiary “I could not believe it was serious

practice for modern warfare. We should all haverbeiped out.*

Nevertheless, the ideas of extensiohnifantry Drill 1896 were a move in the right tactical direction
and those officers who had prior experience of diachnations, usually gained in fighting on the
North West Frontier, were able to make use of tlagiinst the Boers. For example, while Major-
General Sir Penn-Symons has been justifiably @@t for his strategic errors in the early stages o
the war, it is often overlooked that his infantnjtially advanced against the Boers at Talana Hill
extended to 10 paces per nfarThe most prominent proponent of extension ineiéwy stages of the
Boer War was lan Hamilton, a veteran of Majuba #rel Tirah campaign, who was known for his
innovative ideas on the nature of future warfir&Vhile stationed at Ladysmith prior to the outlirea
of hostilities he had begun training his brigadesame of the tactical ideas he had picked up on the
North West Frontier. When called upon to commi hioops at the Battle of Elandslaagte* 21
October 1899, the three lead companies of thBelvons attacked with a very large frontal extemsio
of somewhere between 700 and 1000 yards, with d5fsybetween each successive line. The troops
advanced forward by rushes, one section firingaeec the advance of the néxt. These infantry
tactics and formations at Elandslaagte helped iané to a notable local victory for the British at

relatively low cost and hinted at the future directof tactical reform.

After the initial disasters of “Black Week” and thppointment of Lord Roberts to overall command
of British forces in South Africa, formal tacticgliidance regarding extension was rapidly introduced
One of Roberts’s first actions was to issue a memitled ‘Notes for Guidance’ which set out a
number of tactical tips for the three major sendaams based on the experience of the opening months
of the war. These notes confirmed many of Hamist@arlier tactical ideas, suggesting abandonment

of close order formations between 1500 and 1808syrom the enemy, being prepared to have an

% For example, see Lieutenant Colonel E. Guntengtjd@’A German View of Tactics in the Boer War"The
Journal of the Royal United Services Instituté(1) 1902, pp.801-802

2 Meinertzhagen, RArmy Diary 1899-1926Edinburgh, Oliver & Boyd 1960) pp.15-16

% Maurice,Official History, Vol.2, p.131

24 See for example Hamilton, lafihe Fighting of the Futur@ondon, K. Paul, Trench & Co. 1885)

% Lee, JohnA Soldier’s Life: General Sir lan Hamilton 1853 9417 (Basingstoke, Macmillian 2000) p.49,
Amery, Times HistoryVol.2, p.184
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extension of between 6 and 8 paces per man andngakaximum use of cové?. In practice,
extension and dispersion of formations went welldmgl these guidelines on a number of occasions.
For example, at the Battle of Diamond Hill 11 “"1Rine 1900, British infantry was noted as having
an extension radius of 30 yards per man, and inynaations between 10 and 20 yards was not
uncommorf.” In nature, these tactical precepts offered littlat was entirely new, and their value
against well-armed enemies had been hinted at bingvin the aftermath of the Tirah campafgn.
However, whereas the earlier campaign had beerhfdanga wild corner of India purely by forces
stationed in the subcontinent, the Boer War wagliowy virtually the entire regular army, plus
numerous colonial and volunteer formations. In plast, the influence of colonial wars had been
limited outside of the immediate participants, the scale of the war in South Africa ensured that t

impact of its tactical lessons was far wider thay previous imperial war.

The primary advantage of extension was that it idexy a small, individual target that was less
vulnerable to firepower than a mass of men in httfigrmation, but it also had other benefits. The
first and arguably most important of these secondi@nefits was that it allowed men to use their
discretion and take advantage of cover during thealace. Taking cover during the attack was a
controversial subject within the pre-Boer War BiitiArmy and it was not widely practised in
peacetime. The army was proud of its reputatioridash’ and there was a spirit of resistance tp an
tactical method that threatened to reduce this Apuded attribute. Foreign observers were
particularly surprised at this disdain of coverp@n Slocum of the United States Army writing,
“The disregard of the British officer and soldidradl corps of ordinary precautions for his ownetgf

is astonishing?® However, the experience of combat began to efftideattitude, and in the face of
modern firepower, the need to make the most of cdveavoid heavy casualties soon became
paramount. Lord Roberts’s circular memo had iesighat “Every advantage should be taken of
cover” but lack of pre-war training meant that mfg instead had to learn by hard experience the
potential value of taking shelt& For inexperienced units this could lead to alnmshical errors.

Major-General Colvile commented on his wartime eigrees of such problems:

At first officers and men were very stupid abowkirtg cover. | have seen men halted on a

rise in full view of the enemy when a few pacesviard or backward would have placed them

2 TNA WO 105/40 “Notes for Guidance in South Africétarfare”

2" Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q13247, p.66; Q16772, p.273

% Major General Sir W.F. Gatacre, “A Few Notes om @haracteristics of Hill Fighting in India” ifournal of
the Royal United Services Institut8 (1899) p.1072

29 Quoted in Captain Jonkheer, “Observation on the W&outh Africa” in Journal of the Royal United
Services Institutd7(2) 1903, p. 50

39 TNA WO 105-40 “Notes for Guidance in South Africéfarfare”
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in shelter, the reason being that to have takenstieip would have broken the dressing of the

line 3!

Nevertheless, veteran troops soon became adegkiat tcover when in actioi. For example, the
infantry of Buller's Natal Army, after experiencirggrough learning curve in early battles such as
Colenso and Spion Kop, became particularly notedhfeir skill in taking up good positioris. At the
Battle of Vaal Krantz Neville Lyttleton rememberdidat his men had taken up positions “very
cleverly” and suffered only relatively minor cadied, even though the Boer fire was so severe that

one officer thought it was the wind howling througgarby undergrowth instead of bull&ts.

Dispersion facilitated the usage of cover, but ¢herould inevitably come a time when it was
necessary to cross a stretch of open ground td risgcnext point of shelter. In the Boer War, this
was most readily achieved by a system of rushese @gain, peacetime training had not prepared the
British Army well for this tactical requirement, én the early stages of the war it was underagdi
Observing early operations on the Tulega, Captdocusn commented “The infantry never make
rushes in their attacks, but march erect and cafcrrlgyard.”.?’5 However, as the war continued, an
appreciation of rush tactics soon developed. Tallyided by an officer, a small group of men under
cover would rise and sprint a short distance torteet piece of shelter. While simple in theory,
rushes were harder to utilise in practice. lan Hanis infantry had achieved success with rusttes a
the Battle of Elaandslaagte, but a German voluniger fought for the Boers remembered that as the
war dragged on, veteran commandos began to leamntd@redict when a rush was about to take
place by the sudden cessation of fire that usymgeded it. This gave the Boers time to aim aed t
veteran recalled “Onsets such as these were aliways shattered... a few seconds were frequently
enough to decide the mattéf.”"How long to maintain a rush was also an issue apalebate. The
Boer veteran considered that the British rushes thegh too long and given the burghers many
opportunities to take aim and inflict damage, betr@an observers felt that the British rushes were
too short and did not gain sufficient ground foe tiisk entailed’ In the aftermath of the war, Sir

William Gatacre summed up the ideal infantry rushcabe aimed for in training to be:

3L Elgin CommissionVol.2, Q16974, p.286

32 |bid, Vol.2, Q15694, p.226

# |bid, Vol.2, Q17468, p.313

3 yttleton, Neville,Eighty Years; Soldiering, Politics, Gam@®ndon, Hodder Stoughton, 1927) p. 220
% Jonkheer, “Observation on the War in South Afrite’JRUSI,47(2) 1903, p. 50

3 Unknown Translator, “Military Observations of tkiéar in South Africa” inJournal of the Royal United
Services Institutd6(1) 1902, p.357

37 Ibid p.357, Lt. Colonel E. Gunter (translator), @erman view of British Tactics in the Boer War"Journal
of the Royal United Services Institudé(1) 1902, p.804
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...sudden, short, rapid and irregular in interval atmdngth, otherwise the defenders get many
chances; each rush must be locally supported byaxss’ fire till the runners have settled

down ready to support the next group in .

A corollary of the increased use of cover and calment was a necessity for camouflage. The
British Army had already adopted khaki as its stmddoverseas uniform colour, but bright buttons
and other prominently visible items of kit held fhetential to give away a man’s position, and &s th

war went on these were darkened or removed enfﬁe@fficers, often forced to scorn cover to set a
courageous example for the men, were particulariye targets and attrition amongst them was
extremely high. By late October 1899, the Natald-Force had lost 73 officers and 3 commanding
officers, proportionally twice as many as the rffenA contemporary source estimated the overall
casualties for the men typically ranged between6846; while casualties amongst officers were 12 —
30%* While a major cause of these casualties was ¢eel of officers to demonstrate personal
courage and lead their men by example, the carrgfrgwords and wearing of rank insignia were

factors seen as attracting fire. One British olsesaid the wearing of the sword “...was quickly

recognised as a sort of legend ‘Here | am an affiglgoot me’ and (was) laid aside with colours and
other relics of the past? Officers in Lord Roberts’s army carried riflesiead of swords, and by the

time of Spion Kop the officers of Buller's Nataldkd Force had removed all badges of rank to avoid

being a visible target for enemy sharpshooteérs.

Although they faced a difficult learning curve, the end of the war in South Africa, the infantry of
the British Army had learned more about facing rmod@epower than any other army in the world.
An army that had initially been wedded to a prafasof tactical ideas, many of them inappropriate
for the conditions, had emerged as a highly skifighting force which had overcome a unique and
determined enemy in difficult conditions. Wher@aghe early battles of the war, British infantrgch
sometimes attacked in narrow close formation afféigd as a consequence, by the latter stages they
were capable of advancing in an extended ordemda#tdvantage of available cover and able to
maintain forward momentum in a manner which hadnegkimpossible in the early months of the
conflict. While the fighting in South Africa wasidoubtedly unusual, in terms of both atmospheric
conditions and the unique military culture of theeBs, the lessons of concealment and dispersion

learned by the British in this conflict placed theansiderably in advance of European rivals.

3 Elgin CommissionVol.2, Q16772, p.273

39 pakenhamBoer War p.312, Symons, JuliaBuller's Campaigr(London, Crescent Press, 1963) p.222

“0 pakenhamBoer War p.151

*! Lieutenant Field Marshal Gustavus RatzenhofferR&rospect of the War in South Africa”JJournal of the
Royal United Services Institu#s(1) 1901, p.41

“2 Colonel Sir Howard Vincent, “Lessons of the Wagrsdnal Observations and Impressions of the Fanues
Military Establishments Now In South Africa” fournal of the Royal United Services Institd#1) 1900,
p.635
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British peacetime training soon changed to refieetlessons of the Boer War and the memory of the
conflict remained paramount in the minds of mangodighout the army. Concealment, cover,
extension and a respect of firepower were emphddismfantry tactics. At Aldershot, officers were
criticised for remaining mounted while too closethe firing line, while infantry were berated for
bunching too closely during the attack and in cagedeing accompanied by a brass Barldfantry
were expected to take up an extension of 6 — 2dsyger man during the attack, and in his
“Memorandum on the Training of'1Army Corps 1905”, Sir John French summed up thet-par
attitude towards training and tactics when he dtaRersonally, | believe as strongly as ever in the
wide extension of Infantry in the attack... The insti of all infantry soldiers should be to take
advantage of cover, and to avoid open grodndThe influence of the conflict could also linger i
more subtle ways, as a training inspection report’ivision at Aldershot in 1904 revealed when it
referred to hills as ‘kopjes’ after the South Afnicterminology”? In the immediate post war years the
training and tactics of the infantry were acknowjed to have improved considerably. Even staunch
critics such as Leo Amery gave praise to the imgnoents, attributing much of the development to

the presence of Boer War veterans amongst bottea$fiand mefy.

However, dissenting voices on the value of the wene raised even in its immediate aftermath. The
unusual military characteristics of the Boers alavith the uniquely clear atmosphere of South
Africa, which allowed for shooting at extremely ¢pranges, were both cited as rendering the lessons
of the war as lacking value or even being mislegqdisir Henry Colvile summed up the views of

many of the doubters:

...it should be borne in mind that the conditionswafrfare in South Africa were wholly

exceptional, and it is unlikely that they will eve® reproduced. | do not think, therefore, that
our tactics in South Africa, successful as theynavally were, have by any means solved the
difficult question of how to reach the enemy’s piosi in the face of modern smokeless

magazine firé®

While a return to close order shoulder-to-shoulftemations was never seriously advocated, a
number of officers questioned the lessons of exenderived from South Africa. Those who

challenged the value of the experience focusedcpéatly upon the peculiar characteristics of the
enemy. The Boers had a unique military culture: fihaced little importance upon holding positions

to the last extremity, preferring to use their nigpand the vastness of the country to trade spaice

*TNA WO 27/502 &' Division Inspection 24— 29" July 1905

S TNA WO 27/504 “Tactical Points” (Undated); TNA WZY/503 Memorandum on the Training 6fArmy
Corps 1905 31 January 1905

“® TNA WO 27/501 ¥ Division Defensive Work 27 June 1904

*” Amery, Leo,The Problem of the Arn{iondon, E. Arnold, 1903) p. 46
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time if the British advance could not be stoppedrifig fire. The Boers lacked bayonets, and
generally showed little inclination to counter akahe British during the advance or to try and
reclaim lost ground, instead preferring to offerpassive, firepower based defence from good
positions. Additionally, while strong against ftahattacks, their numerical inferiority and thalec

of South African geography made them weak agaimsirtg movements. At battles such as Spion
Kop, the British attacked on a very narrow frontl avere punished, but under the leadership of Lord
Roberts they subsequently demonstrated a tenderatyaick on a very broad front to pin the Boers in
place, while separate forces turned their fldfik¥hese broad fronts were particularly well faaiétd

by large infantry extensions, and the peculiar ati@ristics of the Boers reduced their potential
weaknesses, particularly with regard to the thoddieing counterattacked while dispersed. As the
Boers showed little inclination to resist closeaadsif the enemy were able to establish themsedtes
close range, it was relatively uncommon that thidBr needed to undertake the difficult process of
reforming from wide extension into a thicker lindish would carry weight in both the firefight and
the subsequent charge. This further encouragedsthef a single, heavily extended but thin lireg th
would be able to advance with minimal casualtiather than a somewhat more densely packed line
that would find it easier to assault. Lord Robetsted that “Throughout the war the Boers were
determined that there should be no hand to hardidig’ but observers at both home and abroad
noted this would not be the case in Europe, wharsitipns would be defended much more
tenaciously and the cost to break through wouldhigh®® F.N. Maude summed up these views in
1902:

Against an enemy known to be adverse to countacid} the extreme extension we adopted
was justified by results, but it would be a verysoand generalisation to assume that similar

extensions would answer against an active Eurogeted army..>*

Some continental observers further criticised thiédh Army on the grounds that wide extension and
flank attacks were an illogical reaction to feaccafualties. A German observer rejected thesiegact

arguing:

The English... endeavoured to obtain decisive viesowithout serious loss. The first law of

war is that lives of soldiers must be sacrificethaiit hesitation when the necessity arfes.

“9 Elgin CommissionVol.2, Q16121, p.246
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Such radical views achieved little support in tleang immediately following the Boer War, when
European conflicts were still far from the mindsnodst British Army officers. However, from 1905
onwards the value of large extension began to bedcato question. The core of this problem was a
tactical paradox. Modern infantry fire, effectia¢ around 1500 yards or more, meant that dense
formations were impractical for closing with theeemy and instead, wide extension was necessary.
However, while extension would allow the men toselavith the enemy, it did not provide enough
strength at a point to actually overwhelm the fEther with firepower or via a close combat assault
Indeed, for fire superiority to be gained over fibe, it was widely believed a ratio of at least omen

per yard was necessary.How to cross the ground to get into a good fissition without suffering
prohibitive casualties, and then have enough stihet@ywin the fire fight and final assault was a
paradox the British Army struggled with throughdoe period. Combined Trainindl905 identified

the problem without offering any real solutions. hMg noting that in the infantry attack “...it is
superiority of fire that renders the decision & ttonflict possible”, it went on to state that aghia
well trained enemy, within 800 yards of their pimgit“the ground over which the attack must pass is
so closely swept by a sheet of lead as to be vigitimpassable to troops in any other formation
than lines of skirmishers.3* Ultimately, the solution reached was a compromidénder this
system, infantry advanced in extended formationfaasas possible. Once forced to ground and
involved in the fire fight, the firing line wouldebbuilt up by supports and reserves advancing farwa
by rushes, covered by the fire of the original lineherefore, the line only became dense at dexisiv

range to ensure overwhelming infantry firepower.

The Russo-Japanese War highlighted the need te $oily tactical conundrum. The Japanese were
repeatedly forced to frontally assault Russianheastks, and although often repelled with heavy
losses, in contrast to the Boer War, bayonet clsamyed hand-to-hand combat occurred on a
surprisingly frequent basté. Initially, the Japanese favoured old-fashiofedssian style tactics,
assaulting in relatively dense lines preceded bgwarm of skirmishers. A French observer
commented upon these formations, noting, “The B3sgere so ruinous that never again was this
method of attack employed” British observer lan Hamilton also noted theiléer cost of using
German assault tactics, and was pleased to béhatd...the Japanese are discarding German attack
formations, and approximating more to those empldyg us in South Africa® By the time of the
Battle of Mukden 20 February — 18 March 1905, a Japanese officer reported that reedeabling

>3 TNA WO 27/505 “Some Considerations Connected ¥adtmations of Infantry in Attack and Defence” p.7
> War OfficeCombined Trainind.905 (London, H.M.S.O 1905) pp.100-101

5 Major W.D Bird, “Infantry Fire Tactics” idournal of the Royal United Services Institdg2) 1905, p.1176
*5 TNA WO 33/350 Reports from Manchuria, p.73

" General De Negrier, “Some Lessons of the Russanisme War” idournal of the Royal United Services
Institute50(2) 1906, p.912

%8 Hamilton, lan A Staff Officer’s Scrap Book During the Russo-JasanWaiLondon, E. Arnold, 1908)
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the extension of his battalion from the distance isepre-war guideline® Hamilton was also
impressed with the speed with which the Japanese alde to use rushes to cross open ground, but
attributed this success partially to the dismalliguaf Russian marksmanship. Conversely, some
German writers saw the ultimate success of Japdrnmsal attacks, regardless of their cost in ljves
as a vindication that the British had lacked theahastrength to absorb casualties making frontal
assaults in South Africd. The profusion of contradictory tactical lessoegarding infantry assault in
the Russo-Japanese War did little to clarify tiseigsof extensioff. Indeed, although the Japanese
had moved towards using very wide extensions byp180subsequent years their infantry training
manuals turned against this and gradually formatimereased in densif§. There was abundant
evidence that crossing the fire swept zone wasewn harder than in the Boer War, but equally the
success of Japanese attacks against Russian eddhwoggested that close assault remained

possible.

The successful Japanese frontal assaults anddakslivength required to launch them contributed to
the debate on the value of Boer War infantry tacticldeas that had been formed during the
experience of combat in South Africa came undeutsgr during the following years, notably the
arming of officers with infantry rifles. This hdsken a controversial topic for some time and had
often been raised for Army Council consideratiomt, ib was not until 1908 it was officially decided
to abandon the rifle and reinstate the sword apénsonal weapon for office?$. More importantly,
formations also came under critical examinationhie aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War. Even
amongst reformers such as lan Hamilton, doubtsrbemhe expressed that extended formations were
being taken too far. While Hamilton considered evigcktensions “probably the best of the many good
ideas derived from the South Africa War” he cautidrihat even these tactics “will not bear being
turned into a fetish® While serving as Inspector General of Forces,J&8im French echoed similar
views on extension, arguing “l think it is well vibrserious consideration whether we are not
overdoing the so-called lessons of the South Afridtar as applied to possible European war against

masses of trained soldiers.”
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The tactical paradox of forming a strong firing dirwithout suffering annihilating casualties
beforehand still remained. Complaints were madettie infantry were able to advance splendidly in
training, but that there was no attempt at anyesiaghe attack to close up a firing line at a tept
greater than “three or four paces” per MarThe reaction against extension reached its peani
article that appeared in the General Staff supgagpigblicationArmy Reviewin 1912. Criticising
British assault training, the author, Brigadier-@eat F.C. Carter, felt in large part the flaws wdoe

to “The fact that the fetish of ‘over-extension’ ish, after the early disaster of the South African
War, was set up as a God in the Temple of Mar$, dims some devotees among our senior

officers.”®® Urging closer formations, the article concluded:

We must harden our hearts, as our forefathersfdidtdldo the heavy losses that will occur...
a steady advance of strong, disciplined and brase, prepared to suffer losses, to use their

bayonets with effect and to snatch victory fromjtnes of deatfi?

While something of an extreme viewpoint, the aetiegixpressed tactical opinions that were not
uncommon amongst continental armies or those wharad them. The Boer War had had limited
impact on formations of armies in Europe, and thesdR-Japanese War, with its bloody but
successful attacks, seemed to be a vindicatioraditional attack tactics to many in the German and
French armies. Ironically, the author of #taemy Reviewvarticle cited as a supporting example work
by F.N Maude, the principal proponent of the prag8ran school in the Victorian era army. As in the
Victorian era, the British Army grappled with infloces from both the colonial experience of the
Boer War and the ideas of continental thinkerswelger, whereas in the ti@:entury the British had

a great deal to learn about facing firepower asPthussians had done in the Franco-Prussian War, by

the Edwardian period it was the British Army whaltiae practical experience.

As early as 1903, a British observer of German reames had been surprised at their dense
attacking lines, noting “I pointed out the lossesuld be enormous. | was told they were prepared to
lose, as they lost at Gravelotte’%.While there was a strand of thought within thetiBni Army that a
war against mass armies on the continent wouldinequass tactics, it was also well understood that
the small numbers available to the British Expediiry Force meant that any attempt to fight a
continental conscript army on a like for like basias unlikely to succe€d. A call to absorb

casualties in mass attacks on the German or Fnerciel was not in keeping with the military or
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political goals of the elite but small British Exjigonary Force. One anonymous officer summed up
the problem, noting the British Army was “...bound fwlitical, financial and national reasons, to
economise life, and to win our campaigns with taedst possible casualtie€.”Therefore, in terms

of reducing extension, the European influence \wagdd beyond a small number of adherents, much

as the Prussian influence in the Victorian era anay beeri®

Despite a number of calls for a counter reformatalowing the Russo-Japanese War, and the urging
of men such as Carter to follow the continentaneple, the British Army did not abandon extension,
although it was reduced from the standard adogtedthe Boer War. In 1908 lan Hamilton reported
that extension in Southern Command had been redocadevel slightly above that adopted by the
Japanese in the war in the Far East, giving attagieater cohesion, flexibility, and driving power”
However, he cautioned, “... the reaction against ékaggerated extensions adopted during and
immediately after the South African War has gorreefaough” and felt “...it is better for formations
to be too open than too concentratéd.By 1912 and 1913, reports from the Inspector Geref

Forces were also cautionary regarding overly dadsancing lines. The 1913 report noted;

| desire to emphasize very strongly a marked tecyl@nour present day infantry tactics to
ignore the effect of fire during movement. Largelies are frequently seen advancing under
effective rifle and artillery fire bunched togethera manner that would entail very heavy

casualties... attacks in this manner cannot hopadcegd..””

The Army Council acknowledged this complaint andygmsted it would be highlighted in a
forthcoming revision ofnfantry Training although the outbreak of war prevented the isduenew
manual’® The thorny problem of how to create a strong fimen an extended formation to win fire
superiority remained a contentious issue that veagmentirely settled in the years prior to thest=ir
World War. IniInfantry Training 1911 the paradox remained, although there was ngneater
emphasis on supporting fire from friendly infantnyachine guns and artillery to facilitate the forava
movement of supports and reformation for the fiiva fight.”” Additionally, the use of cover and
short but rapid rushes to gain good positions weeussed at some length. Unlike extension, tee us
of these tactical movements had never been seyichallenged in the post-Boer War years, and they

remained a fundamental part of British infantrytitze
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Despite the controversy over extension and itstivelavalue, by the eve of the First World War,
British infantry remained skilful at crossing theefswept zone. Problems persisted, especially w
regard to the compromise solution of thickeninglthe at the decisive moment, but nevertheless the
necessity for dispersion, emphasised by the roagklling of close order formations in the Boer War,
remained a valuable and enduring lesson. Oncénadhbroken out in Europe, the tactics for crossing
ground that had worked in South Africa were oftéercdcas good examples for the current conflict.
For example, it is interesting thAlotes from the Fronta handbook of tactical advice printed and
issued for the army after the opening months ofilitess in 1914, once again reiterated the valtie o
extension, stating a formation with “8 or 10 pab#servals (is thought to be) the least vulnerabfe.”
Additionally, in a September 1914 memorandum, Btiga General Johnnie Gough called for

increased usage of dispersed “loose and irregldati@formations” as employed in South Africa.

Compared to the French and German armies whaorsdille use of deep, close order formations in the
early part of the First World War, British extensitactics were considerably advanced. Combined
with the lessons of the value of cover and the igmme of rapid, irregular rushes from point to
point, the British infantry was arguably the bestgared in Europe to face modern rifle fire on a
tactical level. A French observer of the 1913 neauvoes felt that British attacks were “carried iout

an excellent manner...Infantry makes wonderful usdhef ground, advances, as a rule, by short
rushes and always at the double, and almost irbhgrfizes from the lying down positiof® The
core principles of extension, cover and rushessgalin the Boer War were a logical and appropriate
tactical response to an extended fire swept zarkdaspite debate and controversy, the British Army

still remembered the value of these important lessa the outbreak of war in 1914,

Marksmanship and fire tactics

One of the most remarked upon aspects of combatsighe Boers throughout the"8entury was

the effectiveness of the marksmanship possess#wlaverage burgher. The good shooting of Boers
armed only with muskets had surprised participantarly combats in the 1840s, and by the time of
Majuba in 1881 it was further improved by far betteaponry. While there was a distinct lack of
consensus on the overall quality of Boer marksmignahl899, the increased range and sheer volume
of fire that could be produced by magazine riflesdmeven a poor marksman a potentially dangerous
foe, especially at close range. Additionally, tise of smokeless powder meant it was difficulttfer
British to return the fire, as there was no teditpliff of smoke to give away the firer's positioRor
British troops used to facing brave but recklegsatropposition charging across the open, this avas

rude awakening. Neville Lyttelton described tharttihg change in combat experience.

8 War Office,Notes from the Frorfart Il (London, H.M.S.0, 1914) p.13
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Few people have seen two battles in successioncim startling contrast as Omdurman and
Colenso. In the first, 50,000 fanatics streamedsacthe open regardless of cover to certain
death, while at Colenso | never saw a Boer alltdethe battle was over, and it was our men

who were the victim&!

As previously discussed, British infantry in theckdirian period were poorly trained in marksmanship
and were highly dependent upon volley fire, a methwat had proved its value in various wars
against primitively armed opposition. Even agathst Boers, at longer ranges volleys had a certain
degree of suppressing effect and some tacticakvakor example, at the Battle of Elandslaagte, the
advance of the Devons was made in rushes with stipgaections delivering volleys to keep down
the fire of the Boer¥ However, within 600 yards and at closer ranges,individual fire of the
Boers, often termed ‘snap shooting’, proved far eneffective than the cumbersome volleys of the
British. The volley was of limited use in inflicj casualties upon a dispersed, well concealedynem
in a good position or in earthworks, while the esien and use of cover necessary for survival at
close ranges meant it was difficult for officersotganise a volley, as their voices would ofterids¢

in the din of fighting and to expose themselvesrfimehind cover invited deaff. In these types of
conditions the more skilful individual shots of tBeers held a clear advantage over the Britishe On
officer remembered of this type of fighting “... wieethey [the Boers] beat us so completely was
when we got onto kopjes at close quarters, sagwehfindred yards, a man could not put his finger up

over a rock or ridge without being hf¢”

A related problem was that the prevalence of vellegd created a very strict system of infantry fire
control, which emphasised holding fire for as lagypossible during the advance. In 1899 it was
expected that the infantry would not open fire lutitey reached approximately 500 yards from the
enemy’s positiof> While this had some justification against poayned opposition, the Boers with
modern rifles were able to inflict casualties atges more than triple this distance. The resut wa
that in the early stages of the war, British adesnwere often forced to ground at 900 — 1000 yards
from the enemy without the attackers having firezhat®® Many early attacks took this course, with
the British attempting to press onwards againstemsingly heavy fire, suffering casualties and

ultimately being forced to ground before they ebegan the firefight in earne€t. Gaining infantry
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fire superiority from such a weak initial positiomas virtually impossible. Additionally, fire

discipline and pre-war training encouraged firingohvious, visible targets, a weakness the Boers
exploited. Major General Sir William Gatacre réedl“On several occasions | saw our men wasting
their ammunition at purposely prepared vacant treamn kopjes, when the men who were doing the

mischief were under cover in front or to a flafik.”

The volley was generally unsuited for the naturecainbat in the Boer War, but the standard of
individual marksmanship possessed by the averatjstBsoldier varied immensely. While several
officers suggested it was as good as, if not b#ttar that of the Boers when shooting at statiecbj

at known ranges, when engaging fleeting targetsnkihown distances it suffered in comparison.
Firing at a well-concealed enemy was difficult egloubut a further problem was the fact the unusual
atmospheric conditions of South Africa made juddimg distance difficult, and even veteran officers
were known to make enormous errors of judgemerthis regard® Furthermore, being largely
trained in collective fire meant individual soldierere often dependent upon an officer to calltloeit
distance to the target for them, and were thus po@etting their own sights without instructitn.

An anonymous Boer remembered capturing some Biitigimtry, only to find:

“Of 35 men whom we took prisoners, after they haedfat us up to 350 paces, not a single
one had got his sight correct. Most of them haat Keeir sights fixed at 800 and 850 yards,

because no order to change them had been given.”

The failure to correct rifle sights as the rangarged was a persistent problem, especially prewvalen
amongst inexperienced or poorly trained men. Kamle, the ability of the Boers to make close
range mounted attacks during the later stages efwér was attributed by some officers to the

inability of the British soldier to correct his sig to deal with a rapidly closing targét.

An additional problem for the British was the pmse of large numbers of reservists in the ranks to
bring battalions up to full strength. Although ¢kemen had been trained in marksmanship while part
of the army, it was noted, “There is no regulateysof the Reservists in the country having annual
practice in rifle shooting” and their accuracy veassidered to be of a somewhat lower standard until
they had had a chance to pracfiteA further difficulty faced by the reservists wiést some 25,000

Lee-Enfields that were issued to them at the oatbref war had defective sights, which shot
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approximately 18 inches to the right at 500 yami$ aver. Henry Brackenbury described this as “an

awful blow” **

Nevertheless, despite these problems and diffesiftaced by the British Army, the power of modern
rifles in skilful hands was a lesson that was bhadgme in the strongest terms. An individual was
now able to produce a tremendous rate of fire,aaachall group of determined, skilful men in a good
position could prove a formidable foe. For examplethe Battle of Bergendaal 2August 1900, a
group of Boers had taken up a strong position kopge, delivering punishing fire upon the attacking
British. Neville Lyttelton, a participant at thattle, related “It was so continuous that | thoudjere
were quite 300 men in the kopje, but | doubt ifréherere 1002 On another occasion, prior to the
Battle of Spion Kop, a British advance found itaatider persistent and harassing sniper fire. Two
battalions with artillery support were deployedfitessh out the Boers, only to discover the fire had

been coming from just three well-concealed burgtfers

For the infantry, the most important tactical deypshent of the Boer War was realising the power and
effectiveness of these smokeless magazine rifléee impressive firepower that could now be

developed by even small numbers of skilled menrebliat the future. lan Hamilton caught the mood
of post-War reformers when he suggested that ataculd now be based upon the determination
and skill of a handful of men, who were able to kvtireir way across the final 500 yards into good
positions. He argued “...if... the enemy’s line is pated, even by a few men, the power of their
modern armament will make their flanking fire saraealising and effective that the position will

either be abandoned forthwith, or so much attermtuilh be concentrated on the intruders that an
assault may become practicable all along the fiheConcluding this strand of thought, Hamilton laid

down the necessary requirement for these tactictheffuture, suggesting, “We want an army
composed of men each of whom can be trusted to thakiillest possible use of the finest and more

delicately adjusted rifle that can be made.”

Improving marksmanship clearly required a vast baal of the pre-war musketry regulations and
training routine. The Victorian era army had asei) a miserly quantity of ammunition for rifle

practice and had focussed almost entirely upontsigat static targets at known distances. In the
aftermath of the Boer War, there was some calfrfarksmanship training to take place at long range
with troops forced to estimate the distance themeseand set their sights accordingly. This method

was considered an effective way to simulate thettfSédrican experience, but to undertake such a
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system required very long target ranges and contpdéning?® The ranges of infantry fire in South
Africa had been enormous, with effective fire &®), yards being considered common by some, but
this was in part due to the exceptionally clearasphere of the count®§° Other officers felt that
these ranges were abnormal and that scoring hitschit a distance was more luck than judgerfént.
Ultimately, the issue was settled by Lord Robextsp saw the crucial area of fire being at medium to
close range rather than at great distafhe&Effective’ rifle range was determined as beirgivibeen
1,400 to 600 yards, while less than 600 yards wasidered ‘decisive’® It was at this latter range

that Lord Roberts considered Boer shooting to len most dominant over the BritiSh.

Debate continued on the ranges at which the menlghwactice, and a 1904 committee frofh 1
Army Corps suggested that men should be trainefirdoaccurately at ranges up to 1,000 yards.
However, the School of Musketry rejected this viawguing that “careful concentration of collective
fire” rather than a handful of specially trainedlividuals were best at achieving results at long
range'® Trials showed that it took an expert marksmarfairourable conditions an average of 12
rounds to hit a dummy in the prone position at gafils, and therefore this distance was considered
the maximum limit of useful individual fir¥° Musketry training emphasised rapidity and acoprac
in this ‘decisive’ 600 yard range throughout theigeb up to the outbreak of the First World W&,

However, the process of improving marksmanship ttole and was not without difficulties.
Initially, lack of shooting ranges led to consid#eaovercrowding at those that were available,
causing practice to sometimes be rushed and irexffic Ammunition supply also became an issue.
To improve the marksmanship of the men, the cagridllowance for practice purposes was vastly
increased, with a figure of 300 rounds per man deaipproved in 19082 However, in 1906 the
allowance of ammunition for training was reducedsasplus supplies from the Boer War were
running out, and to maintain the existing levesopply would cost between £70,000 and £80,000 per
annum. Although several members of the Army Cduhciught a reduction was feasible and even
potentially beneficial, the move was almost unanistp opposed by the general officers
commanding on the grounds it would be detrimentaltraining’® Nevertheless, financial

considerations won out and the ammunition allowamas reduced to 250 rounds per man. However,
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even with these limitations, the amount of ammonitand effort expended upon marksmanship

training was still considerably more than on thetownt or in India.

Despite these difficulties, the quality of indivelumusketry and the seriousness that was now
attached to it was the most striking change inBhesh infantry in the aftermath of the Boer Wdn

1904, an anonymous officer noted with satisfaction:

“The day has now quite gone by when the officahatfiring point brought down with him to
the range, as a necessary part of his equipmemagnchair and a novel, and the officer in
the butts if he hadn’t a novel went to sleep... greatterest is now shown by everybody...
the keenness displayed by all ranks is as grezidd be desired:*

The old system of firing at static targets at fixethges was replaced with a far more challenging
system of concealed and ‘surprise’ targets thaltdcbe pulled up and then collapsed at short notice.
Adapting to these new training methods took timeg aarly experiments with the method could
produce embarrassing results. During an earlyngiteat using surprise targets in training during
1899, at least one company was so surprised byuthden appearance of a 20 second target that they
failed to get a single shot dfft Nevertheless, these moving mechanical targetsepgra great
success and huge improvement on the old methotaldarshot in 1909, a musketry course was laid
out that included “...every sort of appearing andapgearing target...” and dummy attacks were
made against a selection of them as part of cotietraining™™® This gave practice at meeting
counter attacks and aiming at active service stglgets, and was considered by Aldershot
commander Horace Smith-Dorrien to be “an unqualifiaccess™™?

As well as making the individual officer and solde&egood marksman, making effective tactical use
of infantry fire was a keynote of British assaalttics in the years immediately following the Boer
War. Combined Trainingl905 noted that fire action had increased greatlya result of modern

technology, going on to state:

“All movements on the battlefield have but one éndview, the development of fire in

greater volume and more effectively directed theat bf the opposing force; and although the
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bayonet still plays an important part, it is supgty of fire that renders the decision of the
114

conflict possible.
As previously discussed, gaining this superiorityfi@ posed a problem regarding the best type of
formation to adopt during the infantry attack. tBh musketry training was aimed at producing
skilful individual marksman, capable of accurate aapid fire at up to 600 yards. However, a series
of complex experiments at the School of Musketscdvered the unpalatable fact that between 400 —
500 yards range, a dense firing line of averageiadifferent shots possessed considerably greater
firepower than an extended line of first class markn. While the extended line achieved a higher
proportion of hits to rounds fired, the sheer voduof fire from the dense line typically inflicted

overwhelming casualties on their extended opponeititsn a minute of fire being openét.

This tactical problem highlighted the important tfaleat it was not enough to simply make men
talented individual shots. Instead, it was cruttiak high levels of individual skill were alliedtiv an
effective system of fire tactics that encouraged aflowed movement. Widespread use of
earthworks meant that simply outshooting the enerag not enough. This issue had been well
illustrated at several actions in the Boer War, nmuiceably during the Battle of Paardeberd 18
27" February 1900. After an initial day of uncoordewand costly infantry attacks, the British had
settled down to what was practically a siege ofnjrs laager. Although the British held fire
superiority throughout most of the battle, the Boguffered few casualties and were only compelled
to surrender by the combination of starvation drelgresence of Canadian infantry at just 65 yards
distance from their trenches. The difficulty, dtnmpossibility, of using infantry firepower aloe

move a determined enemy from a good position wathdu emphasised in the Russo-Japanese
War®

With these experiences in mind, British infantrgeftactics essentially consisted of the two tightly
connected elements of fire and movement. Both werially supporting within the infantry attack.
Covering fire from one section of the line wouldbal other parts to advance. Once the advancing
troops had taken up fire positions of their owrmytlwvould provide covering fire to allow the rest of
the line to follow up. In this manner, the attaskeould advance in bounds, with troops only moving
when their comrades could provide covering fireltindhtely, it was intended that the advancing
infantry could take up progressively stronger figsitions and win superiority over the enemy. This
concept was to be the keynote of fire tactics f@ British throughout the 1902 — 1914 period.
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Although writing in 1912, an infantry officer sumthep the attitude towards the issue throughout the
era when he wrote “Fire and movement... must nevediésociated in peace training and must be

regarded as complementary in war.”

Much like the efforts to improve individual marksnsip, replacing the old system of fire tacticd tha
had relied on close control and volleys took comsitile time. However, progress was helped and
supported by the work done at the School of Mugketr Hythe. By 1907 it was noted with
satisfaction that not only was the programme ofrutcsion at Hythe excellent, but also that an
interchange of ideas between the School of Muslaidythe army practice camps was now becoming
apparent’® Nevertheless, translating this teaching into ficaccould sometimes be difficult. For
example in 1910 there was considerable concernubisgy fire appeared to be making a return
within certain units. An alarmed Inspector Genaatied that while in some cases officers who still
favoured old-fashioned methods were to blame, istmases it resulted from a misinterpretation of
teaching at Hythe, which suggested it was sometimeful to employ a simultaneous burst of rapid
fire but had somehow had its teaching “...twisted itite word ‘fire’ leading to an order to press the
trigger several times in successidi’. Steps were quickly taken at Hythe to correct thisograde
development. In 1911, despite the fact that muohkvand discussion on the nature of fire and
movement had been undertaken, translating this practice was harder and little physical
improvement was evident. Officers were criticided failing to “...recognise that musketry and
tactics are synonymous and cannot be separated.heHgaching is so clear and definite on these
points that it is incredible how little attentioeesns to be paid to therff® Yet from this low point,
steady developments in fire tactics were observedsubsequent years. In 1912 and 1913
improvements were evident, and it was noted wittisfeation that the use of fire to facilitate

movement was very well understood in all battalibpg 913"

A number of historians have taken a critical vidvBdtish infantry fire tactics on the eve of thedt
World War?* Tim Travers has suggested that the army was ttimgethe lessons of the Boer War
and was instead focussing on psychological solgttorpractical tactical problems, downgrading the
value and effect of firepower and placing renewatbleasis on sheer determination to overcome it.
Martin Samuels has most recently taken up this ghemguing that the British General Staff were not
only ignorant regarding fire superiority, but aldownright hostile towards the concépt. Samuels

argues that by 1914 the British Army was reliambughe assault power of its infantry, with minimal
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firepower available. There is some evidence topstpthe idea that there was something of a
reaction against firepower in infantry tactics lnstera. A notable change was the subtle reworiding
the discussion of the attackkield Service Regulatior’s909 from the original i€ombined Training
1905. Whereaombined Traininghad stated, “superiority of fire makes the decispmssible”,
Field Service Regulationsoted “The climax of the infantry attack is the aadg which is made
possible by superiority of fire® Additionally, Samuels’s interpretation draws upibe opinions
expressed by officers such as Aylmer Haldane amtélat Kiggell at General Staff conferences of
the era. Kiggell in particular saw the bayones#l$ being the principal arbiter of combat and was

disparaging on the value of firepow?ét.

However, as John Bourne and Gary Sheffield havet@diout, the interpretation of the British Army
as tactically backward and ‘professionally somntldoes not seem compatible with the tremendous
internal reform and tactical improvements that deved in the aftermath of the Boer W#t.
Samuels draws much evidence from the de-emphadisepower which was raised in discussion at
the General Staff conferences, but this shouldoratiaken as an indication that the ideas permeated
down to lower levels in the army and became doetriAs has been demonstrated by John Gooch, the
British General Staff was a recent innovation ia Bdwardian period and took time to develop its
organisation into a truly efficient body. Therafoit was not in a position to disseminate much
doctrine or create a true ‘school of thought' witlthe army??’ Indeed, as discussed in previous
chapters, the entire concept of doctrine was reghwith a certain amount of suspicion,. There is
limited evidence to suggest General Staff ideasstadied into training or tactics at lower levelsaas
mere matter of course. For example, reports flmeninspector General of Forces continued to place
very high value on fire tactics throughout the périn question, offering strong criticism when they

were not up to standattf

Perhaps the most important rebuttal to Samueldsrgretation can be found in the opening
engagements of the First World War. Although Salsihas lavish praise for the qualities of German
infantry compared to the crudeness of the Brit@hthe Battle of Mons 24August 1914, British
infantry fire inflicted severe casualties upon th€&erman opponents. British participants were
amazed at the dense, old-fashioned German attaokafions, with one British soldier describing

them as ‘insane”®® Walter Bloem, a German officer at the battleated an experience leading an
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infantry attack against the British. After a diffit advance by rushes to within 150 yards of the
British line, leaving behind them a meadow “dotbgth little grey heaps”, the Germans noted British
infantry fire had virtually ceased. Bloem planrtedaunch a final 30-yard long rush, but in a t&acti

similar to those used by the Boers, the Britishemvemiting for his men to break cover. Bloem

recounted,

The enemy must have been waiting for this momeiggetous all together at close range, for
immediately the line rose it was as if the hounfidve@l had been loosed at us, barking,
hammering as a mass of lead swept in amongst us.lunieily and in many cases

involuntarily we all collapsed flat on the grassfasvept by a scyth&?

Mons has been described as a battle dominatedebipfdmtry, and in this regard British troops were
clearly superiof®* Indeed, as previously discussed the early batfethe British Expeditionary
Force have been identified as ‘soldiers’ battl@s'which higher leadership was unable to exercise
much influence and the course of the fighting oftierrolved on junior leaders and their mi&n.In
these conflicts, although seriously outnumbered iana difficult strategic position, British infamtr
acquitted itself extremely well against their Gemmgpponents. In the light of the experiences ef th
early battles of 1914, Samuels’s criticisms of iBhitinfantry tactics seem to be incorrect. TherBoe
had taught the British hard lessons regarding theep of accurate rifle fire and the necessity for
extended formations in 1899, but to the credithefBritish Army these lessons had not been ignored,
and instead formed a linchpin of infantry tacti@heir value was emphasised in summer 1914, when
it was the Germans who were forced to experientghfind the problems of attacking skilful

marksmen in good positions.

However, while the Boer War taught valuable lessegarding the necessity of improving individual
marksmanship and fire tactics, its influence upoa development of the machine gun was largely
negative. Numerous historians have cited the mgisglfocation of just two machine guns per
battalion in the British infantry of 1914 as regneting a serious material weakné&$s The official
history of the Great War suggests that the impvessate of fire possessed by the individual
infantryman was a substitute for the lack of maehguns, which had been neglected for financial

reasong®
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Perhaps the money may have been more readily Blaiflar machine guns had their performance in
South Africa been more impressive. Machine gund peoved extremely valuable in struggles
against tribal foes, allowing a handful of Europeém inflict crippling casualties upon the brave bu
crudely armed tribesmen. However, when committeddtion against a well-armed and carefully
concealed opponent in South Africa, results wesagpointing. The Boers fought from behind cover
and refused to provide the kind of massed targstttie Dervishes had done in the Sudan. How best
to employ machine guns in the Boer War was a talgticoblem to which no definite answer was ever
found. Some officers favoured pushing the gunhtrigto the infantry firing line, where targets
would be more visible and friendly troops would éecouraged by the sound of the weapon in
action’® Yet this tactic was deprecated by others, whbkféhging the gun so far forward made it
too easy for the Boers to silence it with eithdleror artillery fire. For example, at the Batté
Modder River, the machine gun of th& Scots Guards was brought in to close range adianwas
knocked out in less than five minutes by Boer pamfire!*® Reliability was also an issue, with
jams and breakdowns frequent throughout the campafgne officer who fought at Modder River
reported his battalion’s gun had jammed an inctediB9 times during the course of the
engagement’ Lack of technical training within the gun crewsant that repairing mechanical

problems in the field was difficult and sometimeseimpossiblé®

Views on the value and practicality of the machmen remained varied throughout the war.
Problems of where to deploy the weapon in an adyatrelative vulnerability and the lack of good
targets generally presented by the Boers meantnbhay officers saw it as more useful in defence
than in attack®® A handful of adherents emerged from South Afrimae officer stating somewnhat
prophetically, “The effects cannot be exaggeraten] if understood tactically the machine gun
dominates the whole question of attack in the Bitumeglect of proper tactical use of machine guns,
was the most important lesson of the war”, but iopis such as these were in a distinct mindfity.

A more common view was that while the gun was Mallien both attack and defence against enemies
who operated in dense masses, it was only usefdefance against opposition who made use of

cover and entrenchmelt.

The Russo-Japanese War tended to confirm ratherdibpel these ideas. The Russians had made the

most of machine guns in the early stages of the waad their effectiveness when deployed in a
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defensive role was undoubtedly gr&4t. The Japanese subsequently adopted the weapon and
employed it in an offensive role, where it proveseful in suppressing Russian trenches during
attacks. However, its employment in this mannedt tiitle to shake the tactical orthodoxy
surrounding the weapon. Commenting on his warégeriences, a Japanese officer noted, “For the
commander to use the gun as a substitute for mfdite shows ignorance of its nature” and
considered the ammunition consumption was so dgtesdtto use it purely to suppress an enemy
trench was wasteful, with artillery being capableloing the same job more efficiently and at much
longer rangé®® Nevertheless, armies on the continent, partiul&ermany, took an increased

interest in the weapon and began moving towardeérsing their establishments of machine dths.

However, in Britain no increase took place desthiteefforts of a number of officers to emphasise th
value of the weapon and encourage its use. Apaigyed regarding machine guns in the immediate
aftermath of the Boer War, and a 1901 committeerabied to assess the value and organisation of
machine guns and pom-pom guns in the future igndtedemit and omitted discussion of the
machine gun altogeth& After a brief spell of interest and allocation ttee cavalry, pom-pom
guns“® soon fell from favour, being unwieldy and relativéneffective at inflicting casualties. By
1905, discussion of the pom-pom as anything othan & range finding device had ceased and the
weapons themselves were apparently withdrawn. €rgely, machine guns remained in service with
infantry and cavalry, but training in the weapogdad behind European armies for several years. In
Britain, nine months were allocated to train a niaetgunner, whereas 3 years were assigned to do
the same job on the continéft. In 1910, one officer summed up the problem of ghe’s poor

reputation:

No doubt this is due very largely to the discredtb which the Maxim gun fell in South
Africa... they were perfectly useless and had tolimndoned; had we known as much about
it as we do now different tactics would have priadii.. The way the guns are handled on

manoeuvres, the way they are attacked, leads ormelteve that people take very little
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account of them. At present half the mistakehéttaining at manoeuvres are due to no-one
148

knowing where the machine gun is, and certainlycaaing.
Training did begin to show improvement from 1910wards, with experiments taking place
involving overhead fire and organising machine gime brigades? However, despite proposals
from the School of Musketry to increase the quétaenpons, including the addition of light machine
guns to infantry battalions, growing interest i tveapon came too late to ensure senior officers
accepted these ideas. John Ellis has been higtigat of this decision, arguing the rejection of
machine guns was based upon anachronistic attituxdése officer class and were not a rational
response to either technical or financial consiitema’*® However, Shelford Bidwell and Dominick
Graham have convincingly challenged this interpii@ta arguing that financial considerations played
a far larger role than Ellis allows. The Britishrdy had only recently rearmed its artillery at
considerable expense and had also adopted a newlLsesEnfield rifle. Additionally, discussions
were underway to change the calibre of the infanifig, which would entail further costs. The
Liberal government was committed to reducing thet aif the army where possible and in such
circumstances to undertake a large-scale rearmanpfetite machine gun branch was financially
impractical even though there was evidence thaairiwas lagging behind European rivals in this
regard*> Perhaps if the machine gun had had a better agputthis might have encouraged its
development and expenditure upon it, but as has sleewn it performed poorly in South Africa and
its role in the Russo-Japanese War seemed to wottie idea that it was best employed as a weapon
of defence. Unfortunately for the British infantthe Boer War experience was largely negative in
this regard and did little to encourage the adoptiba weapon that would come to be crucial in the

First World War.

Nevertheless, despite the limited allocation of & guns, the Boer War did provide valuable
lessons on the necessity for the improvement @himy marksmanship and firepower. In spite of
early difficulties and occasional setbacks, bydke of the First World War considerable progress in
fire tactics had been made. Infantry tactics imbimation with field artillery had also improveddan

will be discussed in depth in subsequent chapt&te British Army had come a long way from the
force that was forced to deliver clumsy and inaaturolleys against well-concealed Boers in 1899.
By 1914 every infantryman was expected to be capafbtielivering 15 aimed shots per minute when

required, and in practice many men exceeded tiisatation and could deliver 20 or mdré.In this
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respect the British regular infantryman had thet Iséendard of marksmanship in Europe, and the
effectiveness of British rifle fire would becomarfaus during the early clashes of the First World
War. The emphasis on training accurate marksmprajainst an the enemy within 600 yards range,
which had been urged by Lord Roberts after the Béar and supported by the School of Musketry,
was vindicated during early First World War engageta. Notes from the Fronteported that “A
short field of fire (500 yards or less) has beamftbsufficient to check a German infantry attacid
successful defences were mounted at even shostamdes>® The improvement and success of
British marksmanship in 1914 can be directly atti#al to the lessons that had been learned so

painfully against the Boers in South Africa.
Entrenchment

The use of earthworks and entrenchments was nettiely unknown art to the British Army on the
eve of the Boer War. More advanced colonial ogmosiin Egypt had made use of trenches and
Britain’s tribal foes sometimes sought recourséh®employment of hill forts and other methods of
primitive fortification. However, the Boers were provide a rude awakening with the complexity
and the depth of their trenches, which providedeBent protection against both British artillerydan
rifle fire. Furthermore, by making use of largeamts of native labour, the Boers were able to
construct complex entrenchments in a relativelyrstnmeframe, while the burghers who were to man
them remained fresh. A veteran of the Briti€hDvision recalled that “Bitter experience has show
us that to give the Boer time was to ensure aroeddd system of trenches and obstacles being added
to his defensive assetS” The shelter these earthworks provided was extgemeressive. For
example, the trenches dug by the Boers at theeBafttPaardeberg provided such cover that casualties
amongst the burghers were relatively low despiiagander the regular bombardment of field and
heavy artillery for over a week. Inspecting thenthes after the surrender of Cronje’s laager, Lord
Roberts commented, “They had constructed theictres in an extraordinarily skilful manner. Deep
narrow trenches, with each side well hollowed gutyhich they got complete shelter from shellfire,
and if their food could have lasted, they might énadefied this large force for some time to
come... ™

As well as providing excellent protection from ingiog fire, Boer trenches were often extremely
well concealed. Combined with smokeless powdés, rttade locating the enemy before and during
an attack a considerable challenge. At the Baftl€olenso, a pre-battle bombardment had failed to

inflict any damage on the Boers or even locate timain position. Most famously of all, at the Baitt
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of Magersfontein the Boers had decided againsimgabeir trenches on the summit of the kopje, and
instead sited them at the base. This unexpecteg ratbowed the flat trajectory Boer rifles an
excellent field of fire across the open plain iorfr of then?™® Equally, the tactic completely
deceived the British under the leadership of LorettMien. Prior to the attack, the real Boer treache
were not discovered, and instead British artilleayried out a heavy, two-hour bombardment of the
largely deserted kopje. Total Boer casualties ftbia shelling were just 3 men woundét. The
subsequent night attack against the position migchrdisastrously, with delays and confusion
causing the British to be caught in close ordemétdion several hundred yards short of the Boer line
at dawn:>® Leo Amery considered the placement of the Boendnes at this battle “one of the
boldest and most original conceptions in the histarwar”, and while subsequent historians have
been less impressed with the originality of theaidéhere is no denying it came as an extremely

unpleasant shock for the BritisH.

In stark contrast to the Boers, British infantryperise in constructing trenches was noticeably
lacking. Pre-war infantry regulations only recagd two kinds of shelter trenches, the ‘half-hour’
and the ‘hour’ named for the amount of time it veamected to take for them to be constructed.
These trenches were tiny compared to those of te$} being only 1% feet deep, and although it
was considered possible to increase their sizend permitted, in reality this was rarely practised
peacetime for fear of leaving dangerous obstaaési for cavalry, or because of concerns that the
land upon which the training was taking place wasgagely owned®* In 1900, Sir Howard Vincent

was scathing over this lack of training, writing:

| think at some manoeuvres they have a piece @ tagepresent a trench, or something of
that sort. That is the ridiculous farce which liayed, and all because we cannot compensate

some farmer or must not disturb some squire’s gamspmething of that kintf?

More detailed and serious entrenchment work wassidered to be the domain of the Royal
Engineers and the infantry was greatly dependeoi tipem in this regarti®> While a proportion of
infantry carried a small entrenching spade, heawels were carried on pack animals and in local

transport, only being distributed when digging iasaconsidered necessa?y. However, both types
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of tools were considered extremely poor for workamgthing other than soft ground. Major General
Sir H.J.T Hildyard, who had commanded one of thstdmined brigades at the outset of the Boer
War, remembered that the tools were “universallgdemnned” by both junior officers and m&n.

Indeed, his troops had much preferred Boer picksstovels, and had taken them for their own use

whenever the opportunity presented its&f.

Poor equipment, limited training and over relianpen the Royal Engineers had created a distinctly
negative attitude towards the effort required tdresrch properly. Much as there had been a
disinclination to take cover in the early part loé twar, initially the men were resentful of thedab
required to entrench and saw little value iffit.An anonymous general in the field was reported as
complaining of British troops, “I believe if our pgle were here for a month they would never
entrench.**® Major General Sir H.M.L Rundle issued a memo dakene 1% 1900 that summed up

many of the problems associated with the attitosletds entrenchment:

...Up to date | have failed to see intelligent uselenaf entrenchments by Brigadiers or by
the troops under their command; they appear tokthiwat a few stones hastily gathered
together or 6in. of earth hastily scraped up abbaprd is adequate protection against modern

gun and rifle fire"®

The poor understanding and attitude towards erttrapat in the Boer War was neatly expressed in
the famous tactical treati§ene Defence of Duffer's Drijfivhere the unfortunate protagonist is called
upon to organise a defensive position, only todpeatedly defeated through simple yet unforeseen
errors. Amongst others, these include making dlastabullet proof trench that is vulnerable to
artillery, making a completely straight trench tlimttoo easily enfiladed and failing to conceal a
trench line, allowing the Boers to observe a planambush from miles away. The author summed
this final point up with the words “To surprise theemy is a great advantage... If you wish to obtain
this advantageconceal your position. Though for promotion it may be sduto advertise your

position, for defence it is not™

As with the reluctance to take cover, experienageufiire gradually began to erode the poor attitude
towards entrenchment. Boer methods were admirednaitated’’”* Rundle felt that the examination

of the Boer trenches at Paardeberg created a sanatughout much of Lord Roberts’s army, and
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its design was subsequently adopted throughouditisions’’?> The unpleasant experience of being
shelled and under heavy rifle fire soon encouragedter efforts with the spade, as the consequences
of inadequate preparation were often fatalBy the latter stages of the war entrenchmentgreatly

improved, as then Major General Hubert Plumer tedal

...they [Plumer’'s men] were very good at it, they avgery intelligent, and in fact it did not
require at the end of the war to tell them to emthethemselves; they always did it as a matter

of course.

We took up a position, and expected after an hogodo find our men entrenched, and with
very rare exceptions it was so; but at the begppointhe war we had to explain to them how
very important it was and what a difference it wboake® "

Conflicting ideas on methods of entrenchment entengéhe aftermath of the Boer War. While skill
at ‘digging in’ had steadily improved, the stand@dtish entrenching tool remained universally
reviled. James Grierson felt the tool could bendibaed entirely, arguing it was impossible to aig i
under fire, and that it would always be possibldtimg up mules carrying shovels and picks when
necessary’> Equally, lan Hamilton expressed concerns thatemantrenchment was valuable, the
carrying of heavy tools by infantry would reduceittmobility too mucH’® The old system of tools
being brought to the front when necessary persistded the Russo-Japanese War. This conflict
highlighted the fact that entrenchment had gaineasiclerably in importance, in both attack and
defence. Ruminating on the experience, the Dukeomihaught cautioned, “It would appear that it is
unsafe in modern war to trust entirely in cartspack animals for the transport of entrenching
tools.”™”” Moves towards creating a more efficient entrenghiool proceeded slowly, but by 1907 a
superior pattern had been devised and was caryigddm and NCOs. Heavier equipment such as

picks continued to be carried on pack animals argits'’

In terms of training and practical work, the armitially placed a great deal of thought and effoto

improving entrenching methods and tactics. Entrement was particularly emphasised during
training at Aldershot, where there were facilittes digging and constructing thorough trench lines.
Divisions were praised for their detailed work tt@tk into account the experiences of the Boer War,

particularly in terms of cleverly siting trenchasdgproviding concealment and covered approatiies.
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The standards by which the work was judged wenemdly high. For example, a trench constructed
by a battalion from % Division was picked out for criticism, the inspecinoting, “It is perhaps
hypercritical... but some trenches on the heathee wencealed with bracken when a mixture of fern
and heather would have been bett&t.'While in command at Aldershot, Sir John Frengiestedly
emphasised the need for skill in the use of trepcheting in 1905:

| would strongly impress upon infantry officers titiae skilful use of entrenchments is one of
the most powerful weapons in their armoury, andgleuhem here, also, to recall their own

experiences and impress upon their minds the leskah these have taught.

Aldershot was well suited for training in entrenamt) possessing government owned land that could
be dug up and worked upon as required. Soil aerslibt was sandy and thus easily worked,
although the loose nature of the earth could prgveblematic when constructing deeper
entrenchments. However, for other elements ofBthesh Army this was not the case. Southern
Command was particularly lacking in appropriateug for entrenchment trainifff A further
problem was that as the years passed by, theyoalitaining in entrenchment was observed to be in
something of a decline, with elementary aspectsrlpoanderstood and an overemphasis upon
elaborate schemes. In a 1910 report, Sir JohrcRreomplained, “I do not believe that instruction i
the practical, thorough entrenching of positionseiees adequate attention, although a few years ago
it was a prominent feature of all our larger exssi and manoeuvre$” Despite being an issue
singled out for improvement by the Army Counciloplems with entrenching continued to be
identified right up until the outbreak of the Fikstorld War. Individual spade work was considered
good, but there remained limited tactical thoughtthe placement of trenches and rarely was
consideration given to steps necessary for therbetmccupied for long term periot. Little

improvement was evident by 1913, and it was comsitithat infantry had regressed in this redtd.

A number of factors were responsible for the diardgf the lessons that had been learned in South
Africa. lan Hamilton identified a natural turn eva the numbers of men and junior officers who had

seen action as an influence, noting in 1908:
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...[in the last three years] there has been aritatde steady process of replacing war-trained
subalterns, sergeants and corporals by young ddfiaed non-commissioned officers of

similar rank who have not as yet been able to pbyfthe experiences of field servit8.

This process continued throughout the pre-FirstliV@far period, and by 1914, 46,291 men of the
British Expeditionary Force had less than two yeexgerience with the colouf&’ As the soldiers

of the Boer War had been inclined to regard entrer@nt as tedious and time consuming prior to the
experience of combat, so these new soldiers anidrjuwificers were inclined to form the same
opinion without the shock of incoming fire to disfte A further problem for the British Army was
the increasing emphasis on the offensive, to tlhiet pdhere passive defence was considered fatal for
any hope of success. Infantry training manuals tesised the importance of the offensive,
downgrading the value of strong entrenchments arihg them as primarily being of use in terms of
reducing the number of men needed to hold a pasititowing more troops to be used in a counter
attack. Field Service Regulations 1909 stated “Gingice of a position and its preparation must be
made with aview to economizing the power expended on defence order that the power of
offence may be increased.[Emphasis in original}® It is likely that this great focus on the offeresiv
contributed to the general apathy towards entreeciirwork that pervaded British training in the

latter stages of the period.

Of all the key lessons learned by the infantry outB Africa, entrenchment had the least lasting
influence. While in the years immediately follogithe Boer War entrenchment had been well
practised and understood, the tactical use of warits underwent something of a regression in the
later part of the Edwardian period, despite thengta of the Russo-Japanese War proving it was
more important than ever. Over-emphasis on theneffe, a decline in the numbers of war hardened
soldiers and a lack of facilities upon which tarrall played a part in the fading of these impotta
lessons. Nevertheless, the standard of entrendhitige infantry had come a considerable way from
the virtually non-existent level it had been atlB99 prior to the Boer War. While the First World
War would ultimately require a revision of entrement methods and tactics as trenches became the
dominant aspect of the battlefield, in the earlynthe of the war the experience of the Boer War
helped to give the British infantry a basic groungdin entrenchment tactics. Nevertheless, theyheav
German artillery fire of 1914 came as an unpleasdmuick for the British and necessitated the
reiteration of the lessons of concealment and diptirenches that had originally been identifiad i

South Africa, but which had declined during thergezf peace that followe'd®
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Conclusions

From 1902 — 1914 the infantry of the British Armyperienced a vast overhaul of training and tactics.
The British Expeditionary Force of 1914 was tadljcalmost unrecognisable from the army that had
been defeated by the Boers at Colenso, Magersfoted Stormberg in 1899. Whereas the
Victorian infantry system had placed faith in vgllBring and cumbersome, linear formations, the
army of 1914 utilised flexible tactics that emplisasi dispersion, intelligent use of the ground and

skilful employment of fire power.

Despite the persistence of some tactical and nahtgeaknesses, the British infantry of 1914 were fa
better trained to wage modern war than they had bed899. The lessons of the Boer War were
sometimes ambiguous and often challenged, but the tkemes of dispersion, use of ground,
maximisation of infantry fire power and the valuke spade work emerged from the conflict and
became the core tactical principles for the infantAs previously discussed, useful lessons haghoft
emerged from colonial conflicts in the Victoriarrioe, but a failure to disseminate them to the wide
army meant they had little impact beyond the regitmevho had fought in therm. In this regard the
Boer War was different. By sucking in virtuallyl #he regular regiments of the British Army it
ensured the fighting was experienced by a far waletience than had smaller campaigns such as
Tirah or Sudan. Furthermore, the embarrassmerstrafgling to overcome two of the smallest
nations in the world while the rest of Europe watthvith a mixture of hostility andchadenfreude
emphasised the need for rapid, thorough and lastifagms. While the Boer War ended in victory
for the British, early defeats, the long duratiom ahe bitter guerrilla nature of the final yeafgte
conflict meant that there was no time to bask orygbr feel anything but fleeting satisfaction over
the result. In this regard, the struggle in Sodftica not only provided the tactical direction for
future developments but crucially gave the impédunsvholesale reform that had been missing during

the years of easy victories in the Victorian era.

With hindsight, it is possible to identify aspeotshe reforms that did not develop as fully ashpes
they should have. In particular, the failure toipghe infantry with machine guns in greater nurabe
was undoubtedly an unfortunate decision, but asbleas demonstrated a combination of financial
restrictions and the poor performance of the weajpoSouth Africa militated against its wider
adoption. However, in placing emphasis on suobrgrthere is a danger of ignoring or marginalising
the fact that as a whole, British infantry tactaesl training improved to a previously unknown level
placing them considerably in advance of Europesalsi Not only were useful tactical lessons
derived from South Africa, but the need for imprdveaining to ensure they were absorbed by the

army was also identified and successfully impleraént
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The process of infantry reform begun by the Boer Wad born fruit by the outbreak of the First
World War, and the experience gained in South Aftéxl directly to the creation of the highly traine
B.E.F. infantryman of 1914. The ability to fight dispersed formation and produce very rapid and
accurate rifle fire came from reforms introducedaadirect result of the Boer War. In the confused
opening battles of August 1914, these skills werbe decisive in allowing the British Army to fight
crucial delaying actions against the numericallgesior Germans. Whereas the French and German
infantry attacked in clumsy, dense formations amitesed terrible casualties in the opening months,
the British infantry displayed superior tactics lwdth fire and formation, shocking the attacking
Germans in crucial defensive battles such as Modd.a Cateau. British performance in these early
battles gave the ‘Old Contemptibles’ an enduringutation for skill and determination that proved

that many of the hard lessons of the Boer War leaah bvell learned.

95



Chapter Three
Artillery

The Boer War was a rude awakening for the entiiésBrArmy, but the arm which received the
greatest surprise was the Royal Artillery. The rem had to look back several decades to the
Crimean War to find a conflict in which they facad enemy who was comparably armed, while
years of small scale colonial warfare had leftditbom for the artillery, which generally had aye
limited combat role against crudely armed foes.ckirag practical experience of fighting against
technologically equal enemies, the gunners baseh mitheir doctrine upon German writing which
drew examples from the Franco-Prussian War. Unmf@ately, many of these ideas were to prove

irrelevant to artillery combat on the veldt.

Although the Royal Artillery possessed a substamitienerical advantage over the handful of guns
available to the Boers, in the early battles of wer the British were often disappointed by the
performance of their long arm. The Boer gunneiigsed to conform to expectations of battle derived
from the Franco-Prussian War, which suggested gtifmmth sides should engage in a preliminary
artillery ‘duel’ against one another in the opelmstead, the Boers made the most of concealment,
long range and dispersion to continuously harassBititish, despite the best efforts of the Royal
Artillery to locate and destroy them. Although thieysical damage inflicted by the Boer guns was
small, its impact on morale was considerable. @pparent effectiveness of Boer artillery tactics
were greatly magnified by the reporting of the Bhtpress, further heaping humiliation upon the

Royal Artillery.

These embarrassments and the press reaction toctinesed the government to approve a complete
overhaul of the equipment of the Royal Artilleryititvnew guns and howitzers for both field and
heavy artillery being introduced. In technicalnter particularly range and rate of fire, the gufs o
1914 represented an enormous advancement from widsaevhich the British had gone to war in
1899. However, the difficulty for the Royal Arglly in the years following the Boer War was
designing workable tactics and doctrine to takeaathge of these new weapons. The Boer War had
shaken many long held ideas in the artillery andadety of replacement theories struggled for
prominence in the years preceding the First Worlst WWhile initially ideas from the war in South
Africa were dominant, as the period progressedetiare concerns that the conditions on the veldt
and the nature of Boer artillery were both radicdifferent from those likely to be encounteredain
potential European conflict, and therefore influeniérom the continent and the Russo-Japanese War
became popular, further complicating the procesdeokloping new tactics. Technological changes
were fundamentally altering the employment of fialdillery, while the permanent introduction of
heavy guns into the field marked a new tacticainelet which had only been seen on rare occasions

in the previous wars. At the same time the gunmene grappling with these changes, there was a
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gradual but growing recognition that on a fire stegttlefield, artillery would become the dominant

weapon.

Whereas the infantry of the B.E.F. have won mudlisgrfrom historians for their development in the
aftermath of the Boer War, the Royal Artillery &14 has not received such universal admiration.
Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham have offeredige for the Royal Artillery in the post-Boer
War years, noting that intelligent officers, pautarly those who had fought in South Africa, were

working hard to improve tactics.

However, competing theories and a lack of conseosuhleir value meant that a level of uncertainty
over correct artillery doctrine persistedConversely, Robert Scales has been criticalettillery,
arguing that too much faith was placed in the lessif the Boer War, blinding the gunners to
developments on the continent. Scales arguebyhB®14 the British artillery was materially and
tactically inferior to that of Germany, and citeg theavy losses suffered by the Royal Artillerthat
Battle of Le Cateau JBAugust 1914 as an example of how German gunnere mere combat
effective* Edward Spiers has taken a more balanced vielindeat the artillery possessed a well
considered doctrine by the eve of the First Worldr\WHowever, Spiers suggests this was not due to
the Boer War experience but was instead formedhéyfortuitous coincidence” of the examples of

the Russo-Japanese War and closer links with #ecBrmilitary following the entente of 1964.

The variety of historical opinion concerning théeefiveness of the Royal Artillery in 1914 mirrors
the lack of consensus that existed within the aunind the pre-First World War period. However,
despite a number of weaknesses within the longiarit914, the Royal Artillery had developed
considerably both materially and tactically frone fiorce that had gone to war in 1899. This chapter
will argue that the experiences and lessons oBtier War were a driving force for effective reform
during the period. Although certain aspects ofBoer War were unique and sometimes misleading,
key ideas were implanted in the minds of the Raytéllery during the conflict. The Russo-Japanese
War provided important artillery examples, but masfythese tended to confirm existing lines of
thought rather than generate completely new idédHse continental influence offered some useful
comparisons, but the much admired French artibefffered from several serious tactical and material
flaws of its own, and attempts to adopt its methwdse potentially misleading. However, the most
serious problem during this period of reform was thilure to create a true artillery doctrine from

these competing theories. Instead, flexibility méthod was encouraged which allowed certain

! Bidwell, Shelford & Graham, Dominiclgirepower: The British Army Weapons and Theorie¥af 1904-
1945(Barnsley, Pen & Sword 2004) pp.34, 41

2 bid, pp.11-12, 19

% Scales, Robert, ‘Atrtillery in Small Wars: The Evtion of British Artillery Doctrine 1860 — 1914” HD
Dissertation, Duke University, 1976, p.314

* Edward Spiers, “Rearming the Edwardian Artilleiy’The Journal of the Society for Army Historical
ResearchLVII (231), 1979, p. 176
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outdated ideas to survive right up until the Fikbrid War. Nevertheless, in spite of this problem,
the Royal Artillery had advanced enormously in teraf tactics from 1899 to 1914, and fought

tenaciously against vastly superior numbers of Garguns in the opening battles in August 1914.

Discussion of this topic will be structured arows®leral important developments within the artillery
branch during the 1902 — 1914 period, all of whield their roots in the experiences of the Boer War.
It will cover the ongoing debate within the Royatillery over the potential usefulness of long rang
fire and how best to incorporate the new branchHefvy Artillery into the existing tactical
framework. Additionally, the vociferous debate owhether engaging from concealed positions or
using close range deployment in the open was threatamethod to employ will be analysed, along
with the development of the relatively new indireapport weapon in the form of the field howitzer.
The final part of the chapter will concentrate upamguably the greatest tactical problem that
dominated thinking amongst artilleryman, namely Hmsgt to support infantry, especially during the
attack. Taking these themes as a base, this chaptelemonstrate how the Boer War provided a
crucial impetus for artillery reform. Although thessons from South Africa sometimes proved to be
misleading, its tactical influence provided a cali@tarting point for future development. Further
shaped by examples from Manchuria and the contitfeatRoyal Artillery was able to develop tactics
by 1914 that were a considerable advance on tHty fideas with which it had gone to war against

the Boers.

Long Range Fire and Heavy Guns

On the eve of the Boer War the Royal Atrtillery réneal wedded to tactical ideas developed by the
Germans during the Franco-Prussian War. PartefPtlussian experience was that long range fire
was generally ineffective, and therefore it was $looting at ranges above 1,800 yards should be
avoided if possiblé. While modern artillery pieces of the 1890s weeehnically capable of
delivering fire at far longer ranges, it was getigraelieved that any shots beyond observable
distance would be wasted, and therefore the Roytlleky worked towards securing maximum
accuracy and effect at shorter ranges. To this #medpractice range at Okehampton was just 1,500
yards long in 1897, although it had been incredee®, 148 yards by 1899. Other arms endorsed
such ideas. For example, the infantry anticip@®@00 yards to be the extreme “useful range” of
hostile artillery, and did not expect to come unfiier at greater distancésThe limited experience
the artillery had gained in fighting against coldrfioes had done nothing to shake this faith iselo

range action, and indeed the guns had fought aistlpoint-blank distances against the Zulus and the

® Report of His Majesty’s Commissioners Appointethtpire into the Military Preparations and Other Mers
Connected with the War in South Afigaondon, H.M.S.O 1903) Vol.1, Q1673, p.79 (Heteafeferred to as
the Elgin Commission

® Ibid, Q1673, p.79

’ Ibid, Q1673, p.79
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Dervishes. Although time would prove this to baveakness against the Boers, on the eve of the
conflict there was felt to be little cause for cent. Even staunch critic Leo Amery felt the Btitis

artillery was “perhaps the best trained in Europedr to the waf.

Unfortunately for the Royal Artillery, lessons dma from a war fought thirty years earlier and
limited experience against primitively armed foesmd hdone little to prepare the arm for combat
against a determined enemy equipped with moderpeovesa Small arms fire against gun crews had
been a growing feature of warfare from the Ameri€awil War onwards, and the latest long range,
smokeless rifles made close range tactics extrerdahgerous for the artillerymen. However,
amongst many colonial veterans this fact went wgsised. Captain N.F. Gordon related a
conversation with a handful of officers of the Naigeld Force prior to them seeing action, where on

veteran of “small wars” offered the opinion that;

...long and medium ranges would hardly ever be swg, that the motto for the mounted
artilleryman should be ‘Push forward, push forwaadd that endeavours should be made to
first come into action 500 yards to 800 yards ftbw objective, which should ensure success

to your own side and be very bad indeed for thengrie

However, in the face of modern small arms fireséhtactics were dangerously out of date. This fact
was brought into stark focus in the early monththefBoer War, when an attempt to make use of the
kind of daring tactics that had worked in ‘savage&irfare failed disastrously. At the Battle of
Colenso, Colonel Charles Long took two batteriefadd artillery into close range action in the ape
against an entrenched Boer position, without arignély infantry support. Redvers Buller
subsequently put the range as “...1,200 yards,| dralieve within 300 yards of the enemy’s rifle
pits.”® Long had fought at Omdurman where he had caugheye with the daring handling of his
guns, and he was reported by a journalist as esipgeghe opinion on the voyage to South Africa that
“the only way to smash these beggars is to rusinithem.™ While this may have been appropriate
in the Sudan, where the Dervishes had been arntachesmd to hand weapons and fought in the open,
at Colenso the Boers were equipped with moderesrifind fought from well dug trenches. At such
close range, the contest was an unequal one despimurage of the gunners. Long was seriously
wounded, while crews and horses suffered heave$os$he batteries managed to sustain the action

for almost an hour before mounting casualties fbrtdee gunners to fall back, abandoning their

8 Amery, L.S. (ed.,fhe Times History of the War in South Afritandon, Sampson Low Marston and
Company 1900-1909) Vol.2, p.81 (hereaffénes History

° Captain N.F. Gordon, “Has the experience of thein&outh Africa shown that any chance is necgssar
the system of field artillery fire tactics (in th&ack as well as in the defence) in European WWefan Minutes
of the Proceedings of the Royal Artillery InstigutiXX1X 1902-1903, p.258

19 TNA WO 108/237 Buller's Despatch on Colensd Tiecember 1899

M Quoted in Powell, Geoffreyguller: A Scapegoat? A Life of General Sir Red\Buler V.C(Leo Cooper,
London 1994) p.150
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weapons in the opéA. Valiant attempts to recover the lost pieces fodld, resulting in further
casualties including the death of Lord Roberts'sy @on. However, despite the best efforts of a
number of volunteers, only two of the twelve abaretbguns were brought back to British lines. The
Boers dragged the remainder away in the night, tetmg a humiliating reverse for the British,
especially for the artillerymen, who prided therussl on preventing the loss of guns in actin.
Explaining his tactics, Long later claimed thathee been confused by the atmospheric conditions
and had got closer to the Boers than he had intefidSome years after the war he also somewhat
uncharitably blamed Buller for not giving him mgeecise guidance, relating to another officer that
when Buller pointed out the position he wanted Loagoccupy, “his damned, fat thumb covered
three square miles of the map!” It remains unclear how and why Long blunderea istich a
dangerous position, but it is likely that the redd charge was the product of the misleading

experiences of numerous wars against ill armed sippo.

Long’s close range disaster at Colenso was nottegedy other batteries, but the dangers posed by
infantry fire remained serious. At the Battle ofldslaagte, Boer marksmen wounded several
gunners including the commander of one battery, arttie Battle of Stormberg, while covering the
British retreat, 77 Battery came under such intense rifle fire thatcdmmanding officer gave the
order for the gunners to kneel while working thegii It was clear that old methods inspired by the
Franco-Prussian War and colonial actions were ngdoadequate in the face of well armed infantry.
Significantly, when Lord Roberts took charge in ®o#éfrica, the very first point relating to artitie

in his ‘Notes for Guidance’ was “At the commenceineinan action Artillery should not be ordered
to take up a position until it has been ascertalmedcouts to be clear of the enemy and out ofeang

of Infantry fire.*’

With Boer rifle fire considered capable of inflig casualties at 1500 yards or
more, this forced the guns to rely on longer ranfiexl than it had been possible to practice at
Okehampton for much of the pre-war period, andesgmted quite a shock to artillerymen who had

not considered small arms fire to be dangerousoa¢ ihan 1,000 yard§.

However, a further problem regarding appropriategges also confronted the artillery. Despite the
varied experience of imperial conflict, a signifitaap in British military knowledge was methods of
combat against enemy guns. Foes encountered amiablactions had lacked any meaningful
artillery, and the example of fighting the Russiamshe Crimea was rendered largely irrelevant by

the tremendous technological advancements thatobedrred during the following decades. The

12 pakenham, Thoma$he Boer WafLondon, Abacus, 1997 reprint) p.231

3 Headlam, JohriThe History of the Royal Artillery, From the Indisutiny to the Great War: Volume I
Campaigns 1860-191@oolwich, Naval and Military Press, No Date) {8F.7-380

4 powell,Buller: A Scapegoat?.150

5 TNA WO 108/185 The Diary of Major H. de Montmorgndo date, p.62

18 HeadlamHistory of the Royal ArtilleryVol.lll, p.340

" TNA WO 105/40 “Notes for Guidance in South Africéfarfare”, January 261900, No Pagination

18 Amery, Times HistoryVol.2, p.182; HeadlanMistory of the Royal Artilleryvol.3, p.514
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Boer War would represent the first time in almdiy fyears that the Royal Artillery faced a foe it
comparable, and in some respects superior weapsmthe Boers could not financially sustain a gun
for gun arms race with Britain prior to the war, pvasis had been placed upon gaining qualitative
advantages by importing the most modern Europedllear. Weapons used by the Boers included
75mm field guns from French and German manufadurplus the notorious Creusot 155mm,
nicknamed “Long Tom” by the Britis. These weapons were manned by the Transvaal's
Staadtsartillerieand the Orange Free Staté&Hillerie Korps. Amounting to a little over 1000 men,
these two small formations represented the onlyegsional element of the militia based Boer
military. While some historians have consideredt tine level of tactics amongst the Boer gunners
did not match the quality of their equipment, mogeent scholarship has argued that following the
botched Jameson Raid in 1896, the artillerists tivghr duties very seriously and worked hard to

improve their gunnery and tactical handIffig.

Of these weapons, the one that was to create tls¢ pnofound shock and have the longest lasting
influence upon the British was the “Long Tom”. ThHebmm was essentially a fortress gun designed
to be placed in a fixed mounting. British intedligce had identified their presence in the Boemalse
but assumed they were to be used in the recentisticated fortifications around Pretoria, notingtth
they were “not really mobile guns at af.”"However, against all expectations, the Boers \abte to
move these weapons into the field and maintained mwobility with them that the British were never
able to capture one intact. Combined with its rehe range, the uniquely clear atmospheric
conditions of South Africa meant that these “Lor@mB” could deliver surprisingly accurate fire at
ranges of 10,000 yards and beyond. Even the anfiglé pieces of the Boers were typically used to
fire at long ranges, refusing to engage the British straightforward gun duel and instead relying

distant, harassing firg.

The actual effectiveness of this long range shgotsas a matter of some debate within the British
Army. The Boers suffered persistent problems wh#ir fuses which meant their shells often burst in
the ground or not at all, seriously reducing tefiectiveness. However, when the fuses were dorrec
and the ammunition worked properly, they were chpalf inflicting damage at unprecedented
ranges. Lord Roberts related an example of a Bbell fired from around 7 miles away hitting a
Volunteer company of the Gordon Highlanders, kjliand wounding 18 men, while an artillery

officer of the Natal Field Force remembered a sndloer shell causing 21 casualties at

19 pakenhamThe Boer Warp.41

2 Bailies, Howard, “Military Aspects of the War” Warwick, Peter (ed.Jhe South African War: The Anglo-
Boer War 1899-190PHarlow, Longman, 1980) p.70; Nasson, Bille South African War 1899-19(2ondon,
Arnold 1999) p.59

2L Elgin CommissionVol.1 Q1680, pp. 80-81

22 N.F Gordon, “The Experience of War in South Affida RAI, XXIX 1902-03, p. 251
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approximately 10,000 yard$. Nevertheless, such shots were rare and casuattisssery long range
fire were limited. Ruminating on this fire, ondioér noted that Boer shells regularly “...bursthwi
marvellous accuracy, but, for the most part, elytirarmlessly.?* Henry Brackenbury expressed a

more critical view of the value of the “Long Toms”.

... do not think the physical effect of the Boeyakly guns was ever anything at all. They
never did any serious harm of any sort, and nothiag so astonishing to me, and | think to
many others among us, as the extraordinary maiedtefhich the presence of these big guns

had upon our troops, especially the cavary.

Despite Brackenbury’s surprise, it must be remestbehat being under hostile artillery fire was a
new and uniquely frightening experience for muclihef British Army. Having not faced artillery in

over fifty years, it was perhaps inevitable thatnpeshelled by long range guns would exert a
disproportionate effect. Rear-Admiral Hedworth ldon, commanding the Naval detachment

trapped at Ladysmith, highlighted the problem;

What really caused the depression was the extramdiignorance of the power of Long
Tom. So far as | can make out there was hardigglessoldier who had ever seen a big gun,

and the exaggerated apprehension of this gun vafg very marked?®

How to deal with this long range fire was a problemthe British. Standard field artillery armanen
was the 15-pound gun, with the horse artillery pestg a smaller, more mobile 12-pound gun, both
of which were out ranged by the 155mm despite &t bfforts of Royal Artillery officers to deliver
effective counter battery fire. The absence of @bife, long range gun was a clear gap in the
equipment of the British Army, a legacy of yearsolonial war against opponents who possessed no
real artillery of their own and could thus be erggh@t close range. Lacking suitable equipment, the
British brought 4.7 inch naval guns into the fialdpunted on improvised carriages taken from heavy
howitzers, as an emergency stop gap to deal widr B65mnt’ These pieces certainly possessed
comparable range to the “Long Toms”, and were @bkngage at up to 11,000 yards, although 8,000
yards was generally considered the limit of trulieetive range® However, they had never been
intended for field use, and as with all improvisgdapons they suffered from certain drawbacks,

particularly regarding their heavy carriage andseguent lack of mobility. Despite matching the

% Elgin Commissionyol.1, Q10569, p.448; TNA WO 108/266 Reports onilkety Equipment in South
Africa: Heavy Atrtillery, p.17

 Lieutenant Colonel R.H. Morrison, “Lessons to berided From the Expedition to South Africa in Retyér
the best organization of the Land Forces of the iighjn Journal of the Royal United Services Institd&{2)
1901, p.797
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“Long Toms” for range, the 4.7 inch guns did nonwiniversal praise. Artillerymen themselves
recognised that bringing the weapon into the figlts essentially a compromise solution, and few
were satisfied that it had achieved an acceptahlanbe of power, range and mobifity. Other
officers had even stronger criticisms. For exampteGeneral Sir Archibald Hunter was especially
scathing, recounting that the shooting of the dchiguns manned by naval crews in Ladysmith was
so bad “that | offered to take the girls out of Hudool to come and serve the guns, and make as goo
practice.®® Some older artillerymen felt the press had bldedanger of long range fire out of all
proportion, and that using the 4.7 inch guns ainalé a waste of resources and ammunition. One

retired gunner complained in 1900:

The public are very much exercised because we tidirecat from 8,000 to 10,000 yards.

What is the good of firing at from 8,000 to 10,0@0ds? How much is that? From 4.5t0 6.5
miles... | say it is perfectly impossible to makearate practice at such distances...l think
these great ranges have been utterly useless,lape) for Heaven’s sake, we shall not copy

them.3!

Nevertheless, the 4.7 inch gun also drew praisgicpkarly from the infantry who appreciated its
ability to engage the Boer long range guns on etprats. Lt. General Hildyard considered that;
“The heavier guns in use have proved of great valitee 4.7 inch Naval Gun is the only one that can
compete with the Boer guns in range, and any $ii pperating without them feels itself, in a eant
sense, in an inferiority®® Commanding officers such as Buller and Charlesr®viaalso singled out
the 4.7 inch for praise, particularly in supportimflantry attacks® While the actual equipment was
regarded with a somewhat circumspect eye by maldiess, other officers saw the value of long
range fire as being one of the most important kesgo be drawn from the Boer WH4r.Even the
critical Archibald Hunter noted “I think one of tlohief lessons of the war that the Boers taughs us
how to move guns of positions about and use thefielsartillery.” It was also a point of concern
that the Boers had sprung such a surprise upoBrtheh with their long range guns, and the featth

it could happen again with disastrous results & fRoyal Artillery was not properly equipped.

2 TNA 108/266 Reports on Heavy Artillery - See p,Ir&ponses to question ().
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Artilleryman G.H. Marshall recognised that “...asd| as the Boers or anybody else have a long range

gun against us we are bound, even if only for theafreffect, to have a gun of equal rantfe.”

The need for artillery to engage at greater rangeth to avoid the effects of small arms fire atmba

to deal with long range enemy artillery soon reediwfficial endorsement, with the new attitude
towards combat distances being reflected in postdsil books. Whereas prior to the war, it had
been considered that 2,500 — 3,500 yards was “mediudistant” range, in 1902 artillery range
tables put “distant” range as 4,500 - 6,000 ydrd¢Effective” range was considered to be 3,500 —
2,000 yards, with ranges below this termed “deeisi\Heavy batteries were given a separate ranging
table which put their maximum range at 10,000 yartisese ranging standards were first introduced
in 1902 and remained in force throughout the peupdo the outbreak of the First World WrTo
facilitate training at these new ranges, Okehamptad its target area extended, with the distance
more than doubled from the 1897 length to 3,20@lyan 1902° By 1904, the artillery training

range at Salisbury Plain stood at an impressivedy@rds"

While the older 15-pound field gun had been abladbieve ranges beyond pre-war expectations in
South Africa, for the gunners to deliver effectifilee consistently at such distances required new
equipment. Artillerymen had been agitating forearmament programme in the years prior to the
Boer War, and the shock of the opening six monthssed the government to approve a complete
overhaul of artillery weapons. However, the expece of combat in South Africa generated a
considerable debate on the nature of any futule &dillery. The capacity of the Boers to bringry
large weapons into the field and keep them molalé been well matched by the British ability to
keep 4.7 inch guns and heavy howitzers moving, elgimg column operations where mobility was
considered a crucial asset. Despite their weitlfese heavy pieces acquired a good reputation
amongst column commanders, and their popularity sug$ that attempts to remove the guns from
columns were met with fierce resistaffiteln the years following the end of the war, a sthuf
thought emerged which argued that the Boer Wardhadvn that very heavy weapons could prove
mobile enough for the purposes of infantry suppamt therefore heavy artillery should become the
new form of field artillery. lan Hamilton was amry champion of this viewpoint, relating to the
Elgin Commission that “...I hold very strong vietisat there is no longer any room for Field Artifler

in a modern army... It is uselessly mobile for iiantry...”** Other officers echoed this idea, with

Leslie Rundle considering that “...we go for toghli a gun. | do not think horses galloping absut i
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[sic] necessary in modern warfare... | want to lseavy field artillery brought in and dragged up by
mules, traction engines, or anything that wouldtpthat would be my tendency® While the use of
heavy pieces for field artillery was not a unanimaiew, it did reflect a more general desire for

improved range and especially firepower in thdlari that was common throughout the army.

This urge for greater firepower ultimately boreitfrin the adoption of the 18-pound gun for field
artillery and the 13-pound gun for horse artillet/hen its introduction was mooted, the 18-pounder
was considerably more powerful in terms of sheligivethan any gun in its class then in service in
Europe, but it was also heavier. There were coscaver the fact that the gun was too heavy and not
in line with typical European artillery equipmemtith the Secretary of State bemoaning that such a
heavy weapon did not “conform to the rest of thel#/cand suggesting that setting out on a separate
path would only end with Britain having to revestEuropean standard at great ¢dsHowever, the
example of the Boer War was cited in response Aiffigtant General pointing out that “The great
majority of officers who saw service were of thanign that both Horse and Field Artillery guns
should have greater range, and that the Fieldléwmilshould have greater shell powé&t.’By this
point lan Hamilton had moderated his views on hegags for field artillery after witnessing the
difficulties experienced by the Japanese movingvyegieces into action in Manchuria, and
contributed to the discussion via letter endorgimg 18-pounder as a good compronifseAfter a
considerable debate between the government andrthg Council, the new guns were somewhat
reluctantly accepted by the Secretary of Staté. technical response to the problems encountered
South Africa, the new weapons were neverthelessemodnd powerful when the designs were
accepted in 1904. In terms of range and weighshafll the guns were excellent, and compared
favourably with field guns then deployed by FranGermany and Russia. Shields were fitted as
standard to the weapons for the first time in tloydR Artillery, providing some protection for the
crew, particularly from shrapnel and small arme,faind encouraging the gunners to operate the gun
while crouched. However, despite their apparerdlityy the new guns suffered from certain

drawbacks which will be discussed in greater dédéélr in this chapter.

In addition to rearming the Field and Horse amjllea better weapon for the newly formed heavy
branch was required. The 4.7 inch was an unsetiisfacompromise and although it remained in
service for several years after the end of hdstilita committee to consider its replacement was

appointed in October 1902.As early as 1900, Lord Roberts had called foew heavy gun and laid

3 |bid, Q17932, p.333

* TNA WO 163/9 Army Council Précis 1904 — Précis 77188
“5 |bid, p.193

“% |bid, pp.206 - 207

“" Ibid, pp.188-207

8 HeadlamHistory of the Royal ArtilleryVol.ll, p.82
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down the simple requirements as, “Range 10,000syavdight behind the team not more than 4 tons,
shell of as large a capacity as possiife. This resulted in the design, approval and subeequ
introduction of the 60-pound gun in 1905-1906. @aned to the difficulties of introducing the guns
for Field and Horse artillery, the process of dedigr this heavy weapon was remarkably painless,
the gun matching the specifications assigned byg Rwoberts in all respects except for an unavoidable

extra half ton of weight’

Equipped with all these new, longer ranged weapiiesimmediate issue facing the British was how
to devise a doctrine for their usage. This wase@sfly difficult in the case of the heavy artiljer
which had been born as a result of the Boer Wat,aansuch had to draw virtually all its arguments
for employment from this conflic. As Robert Scales has argued, the 60-pounder wdesign
which owed almost everything to the experiencehef veldt? It was a flat trajectory gun, using
heavy shrapnel as its principal ammunition, anthoalgh it also carried a proportion of lyddite
ammunition for dealing with ‘hard’ targets, therpary role of the weapon was as a man killer rather
than a material destroyer. This was very muchiradpoy the usage of heavy guns in South Africa,
where, with the exception of entrenchments, theodppities for material destruction had been
relatively limited. The veldt lacked built up urbareas or even large stretches of woodland where
high explosive could be used with great effect. riftermore, the poor performance of lyddite
explosive from heavy guns prejudiced many officagainst its use and encouraged the use of
shrapnel insteatf. Although heavy guns had been used to pound Beeches, their main duty had
been to try and silence enemy artillery and sweep areas at great distances. Regarding this, topic

one officer wrote shortly after the war:

Our South Africa experience has shewn us that timeiple which we have long recognised
as true in the case of the field gun, is equallynsime case of all guns used in the field, viz.,
that the gun is a man killing weapon, and shramteduld therefore be its principal

projectile®

Although it was considered obsolete following theeBWar, the 4.7 inch gun remained in service with
heavy batteries of the Territorial Divisions, ahé guns served in World War 1 on the Western Fuatit
April 1917. A handful remained in service in otlieeatres of war until the very end of the conflict

9 Quoted in HeadlanHistory of the Royal ArtilleryVol.ll, p.82

0 Scales, “Artillery in Small Wars”, p.259

*L Captain A.A. McHardy, “On Heavy Atrtillery” itUnited Service Magazin@pril 1904, p.54

2 Scales, “Artillery in Small Wars”, p.259

%3 Lieutenant Colonel N.B Inglefield, “Some Remarkstbe Royal Artillery in the war in South Africahiefly
with reference to heavy guns in the field"Nfinutes of the Proceedings of the Royal Artillergtitution
XXXIX 1902-03, pp.505-508

> Major E.G. Nicolls, “The Training, OrganisationdaBquipment of Companies of the Royal Garrison
Artillery with Medium Guns, And Howitzers, And Thielactics in Future Field Operations”Minutes of the
Proceedings of the Royal Artillery InstitutiofXVIII 1901-1902, p.102

106



The sensation created by the Boers’ use of longerdine lingered in the memories of many soldiers.
Officers had been shocked at the tremendous featest by the shooting of the “Long Toms” in the
early stages of the war, and hoped to create simpidaic amongst potential enemiésTo further
facilitate this idea, some advocated copying Boethwds of extreme dispersion of heavy guns, to the
point of using them as individual ‘sniper’ style apons. Winston Churchill was an early advocate of
such tactics, but some officers also saw potentidilie, especially for terrifying colonial foé%.
However, most artillerymen were disparaging of ides, noting that it was wasteful of ammunition

and produced a very limited physical effect whempared to concentrated fite.

Nevertheless, the Boer War did give birth to sorsefui ideas for the employment of heavy guns.
Although Boer counter battery fire had been considéneffective, this had generally been caused by
faulty ammunition rather than poor shooting. Eqegpwith better fuses, heavy guns held the
potential to inflict severe damage upon exposed fiatteries, which would be unable to return fire
due to the long rang&. While this advantage would be most pronouncedrnwighting on the
defensive, methods of using heavy guns to sileneeng artillery in the attack were also considered,
as this would allow the lighter guns to concentaieenemy infantry. There had been some examples
of this in the Boer War, with the Battle of AlleniarNek 11" June 1900 cited by one officer as a

good example.

Our infantry had to cross an open plain to attabktwooked like an impregnable position ...
[but] the Boer guns were silenced by heavy guns;?hand 64 Field Batteries changed
position under the cover of fire of our heavy gwss,as to enfilade the Boer position... This

was practically the turning point of the actin.

However, in contrast to these ideas, there wastmdi school of thought that was prejudiced agains
the employment of long range fire and saw littlel feture for heavy weapons. There were concerns
that the extreme ranges encountered in South Afsiese unlikely to be repeated anywhere else,
especially in Europe. The atmosphere on the Veldtbeen remarkably clear, allowing observation at
great distances, but in Europe this would not leectise. As well as hazy conditions, the presehce o
villages, towns and woodland on the continent wdutther reduce the visible range. Some officers

countered this by pointing out conditions in partshe Empire were similar to those that had been

%> Major E.G. Nicolls, “The Type of Guns That Sho&ld Employed with Artillery in the Field” iMinutes of
the Proceedings of the Royal Artillery InstitutigXVIIl 1901-1902, p.227

5 Winston Churchill, “lmpressions of the War in Soutfrica” in Journal of the Royal United Services
Institution, 45(1) 1901, p.839; See also McHardy, “On Heavyllerly” in USM, April 1904, pp.59-60

" Major L.H. Ducrot, “Guns in South Africa” iMinutes of the Proceedings of the Royal Artillargtitution
XXVIII 1901-1902, p.204

%8 21| ieutenant H.W. Wynter, “Has the experience ofla in South Africa shown that any chance is
necessary in the system of field artillery firettee (in the attack as well as in the defence)unolgean
Warfare?” inMinutes of the Proceedings of the Royal Artillargtitution XXIX 1902-1903, p.270

%9 Colonel F.G. Stone, “The Employment of Heavy Aetiy in the Field” inJournal of the Royal Artillery
XXXV 1908-1909, pp.2-3
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found in South Africa, but the assertion that rangeEurope would be so short as to devalue long
range fire and limit the use of guns capable oflegipg it remained a constant theme throughout the

era®

With many infantry officers seeing a limited roler flong range fire in the future, forging links
between the two arms proved difficult. This wagHar exacerbated by the unusual organisational
position of the Heavy Artillery. Although the 6@ynder was a mobile gun capable of field
operations, its size and weight meant that merhefRoyal Garrison Artillery provided the crew.
This caused the weapon to fall between two stdm#g expected to perform in the field but not
being manned by the Royal Field Artillery itselfjdatherefore occupying an anomalous position not
entirely within the remit of either branch. Thdtial training of Royal Garrison Artillery troopsas

in manning fortifications and heavy weapons ondbacoast. Inevitably, this meant it took time to
train the gunners in the skills needed for dutiethe field, and early results were embarrassifoy.
example, after watching the heavy guns at work k¢h@mpton in 1905, the camp commandant
Colonel W.E. Blewitt was scathing, noting theirrgtard of fire discipline was little more than
“elementary” and going on to state, “Seeing theebes left the impression on my mind that they had
been only taught to fire very slowly at a 6 foaiget.”™ Furthermore, the size and slow speed of the
heavy guns made them a burden on commanders dumamgeuvres, where time was often of the
essence. One gunner remembered how during theemmanes of 1903 “...it came to be a by-word not
to get blocked by the ‘cow’ gun§®. The danger of becoming stuck behind the slow mpweapons
caused commanders to place them at the rear ofhmgrcolumns, but this wasted much of their
tactical value. By engaging enemy guns, the Heatijlery could be expected to open up the battle,
but if they were too far to the rear of a columartleither time would be lost bringing them forward,
or they would be forced to deploy rapidly in a puiglly inadequate positioff. At the 1904

manoeuvres, an officer reported the deleteriolecsffthis had had:

...the eight 4.7 inch guns... marched astern ofrele army corps when this was advancing
by a single road, and, thanks to the drivers bemgpot, they could not hurry to the front for

action when fighting began and when the situatiered them a rare opportunity.

0 Major H.A. Bethell, “Has the experience of the waSouth Africa shown that any chance is necessatiye
system of field artillery fire tactics (in the attaas well as in the defence) in European Warfaire®finutes of
the Proceedings of the Royal Artillery Instituti®XIX 1902-1903, p.137

®1 Royal Artillery Museum [Hereafter referred to a&M], School of Gunnery Reports 1905-1913, pp.7, 12
2 Major P. De S. Burney, “The Role of Heavy Artilfeits Employment in the Field and Its Consequent
Position on the March” idournal of the Royal United Services InstitutEs(1) 1909, p.503

Heavy artillery pieces were known as ‘cow guns’ thuéhe practice of using oxen to drag them in Bd\itica.
% |bid, p.503; Stone, “The Employment of Heavy Aetil” in JRAXXV 1908-1909 p.14

% Brevet Lieutenant Colonel C.E. Callwell, “The UsfeHeavy Guns in the Field in Europe”linutes of the
Proceedings of the Royal Artillery InstitutidgfX Xl 1904-05 p.5
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An additional, unresolved problem was the lack mdc® on manoeuvres to really demonstrate the
potential of heavy weapons. Artillerymen had samntified that a distinct asset of these guns was
the ability to deliver enfilade or oblique fire lirtue of their great range. Rather than beingddrto
engage directly against enemy lines, they coulgusted out to a flank, enabling their fire to réthe

foe at an angleCombined Trainingpicked up on the value of this idea and identifteas a key role

of heavy artillery’> However, while this was a fine tactical idea, iempenting it in the cramped
confines of the manoeuvre areas proved to be diffit Some success was achieved in the 1906
manoeuvres at Aldershot, where heavy guns enfilagledefensive position considered to be
impregnable from the front, but problems in achmevihis kind of effect and having it recognised on
manoeuvres remained throughout the petfody deploying at great distances and out of safht
much of the army, Heavy Artillery struggled to hatgework recognised by the umpires. Judging the
effect of long range fire from heavy guns duringn@euvres could prove problematic, especially as

the high pace of the exercises meant that targets often fleeting.

While the quality of battery training amongst thengers improved markedly over the period, there
was little matching development of their role atnmeuvres. With just four guns assigned per
division, the infantry rarely had the opportunity train with the heavy pieces. General Belfield,

commanding 4 Division complained in 1908:

One is not blessed in the Fourth Division with Ingva heavy battery, except for a very short

period in the year, and then one must do one’s thesy and ascertain how best to employ
it.%

The situation showed little sign of improvemenbtighout the pre-war years. Although the batteries
were able to develop greater accuracy and skitherfield, in terms of work alongside the infantry,
litle advancement was made. The commanding offafethe 3% Heavy Battery noted with
disappointment in 1909 that “... the use of Heavtillary has gradually become neglected, until at

the last manoeuvres it was scarcely (advisedly) asall.”®®

The devaluing of long range fire in the aftermathttee Boer War left the role of heavy artillery
poorly defined, and the experience of the Russasiege War did little to clarify the issue. Theagre
use of earthworks and difficulty in taking them aleal a need for heavier guns to smash trenches, but

as one Russian participant noted “...flat-trajgctareapons would be useless... These conditions

65 Combined Training 190%.117
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imperatively demand the employment of high angle.fi® Designed as a long range man killer and
counter battery weapon, the 60-pounder was notythe of gun that could break down complex
earthworks. Historian Robert Scales has beercaitif this aspect of the design of the gun and
compares it unfavourably with heavy German weapias were designed to destroy matefial.
However, this criticism is somewhat unfair. ThetiBh rearmed in the aftermath of the Boer War in
the anticipation of using the weapons in a futwi®mial struggle against a wide variety of potdntia
opponents, whereas the Germans could equip theeeries with the express intention of using them
to destroy French and Belgian fortifications in &&/?> The colonial duties of the British required
them to possess weapons that would be appropaateployment around the globe, and thus the 60-
pounder was designed to be suitable in a variegpoflicts. The British were well aware of the dee
to engage trenches and fortifications, and neviended the 60-pounder to be a substitute for the
howitzer, which was expected to deal with enemyhearks. Indeed, despite Scales’s criticisms, the
British kept the 60-pounder gun in service with animodifications throughout the First World War,
where it was principally used as a counter battezgpon, and it remained in use up until 1944. In
1914 they served the British well, with John Tareaiconsidering the 60-pounder to be of

“inestimable value” in the opening battl@s.

A more valid criticism is that the British did ndevelop a clear enough doctrine for usage of their
heavy artillery once they had been equipped withlihe guns were in short supply, with just a four

gun battery being assigned per regular divisiothatoutbreak of war, reflecting the fact the B.E.F.

was not a mass army on the continental médeAlthough the old idea of using ‘sniper’ guns had

long since fallen from favour, a section of two @nders was still seen as the main tactical unit,
derived from the old Boer tactics of dispersioritia face of greater numbers of enemy dinkleas

of the tactical employment of heavy artillery weo®ted in the experiences of South Africhield

Service Regulations909described its role in action in the following terms

Its principal duty is to engage shielded artillaryh oblique fire, to enfilade targets which the
lighter guns can only reach with frontal fire, ®asch distant localities in which supports or
reserves are concealed, to destroy buildings argitotections occupied by the enemy, and

in the final stage to support the assault by faeverging on the most important poifits.

0 General Staff Translation, “The Russo-Japanese ®fsinions and Criticisms By Those Who Took Part in
It” in Journal of the Royal United Services Instit68{1) 1909 p.789

" Scales, “Artillery in Small Wars”, pp.262-263
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The tactics suggested by the manuals were fundathesbund, and some of these valuable ideas
had been further developed in the pre-First Worlar Weriod, particularly the potential use of heavy
guns to render enemy entrenchments untenable filadmnfire, and the use of long range weapons to
eliminate lighter field gun§. The lessons of the Boer War on the employmeitteaivy guns may
have been deceptive regarding the extreme ranghiah they could engage in the clear atmosphere
of South Africa, but in many respects the Britisagped the potential value of using them to deal
with enemy artillery and sweep rear areas. Thanples themselves were not misleading, but
translating them into effective practice provedfidifit in the cramped confines of British
manoeuvring areas. Indeed, the greatest weakneébs B.E.F. regarding heavy artillery was a lack
of numbers and a failure to integrate the guns witter tactical thinking. Instead, these valuable
weapons were often neglected in manoeuvres dugetodlow speed and typically left to their own
devices. For these reasons, the links betweentmfand Heavy Artillery saw little improvement
during the 1899 — 1914 period. Instead, the BriAsmy of 1914 relied upon the Field Artillery for
infantry support, with the heavy guns remainingspscialist pieces with limited, specific roles that

were poorly understood by the infanffy.

Despite these problems, the experience of the Béarand the subsequent equipping of the artillery

with heavy guns proved to be a valuable step. ekample, while the weapons may be criticised for

not matching their German equivalents, they wesglyauperior to those possessed by France. The
French placed almost complete faith in their pouler6bmm field gun, and neglected heavy weapons

until the very eve of the war. In 1912, Britishsebvers were distinctly unimpressed with French

attempts to put heavy guns into the field, notimgt tof four types of guns deployed at manoeuvres,
two were at an experimental phase, while the dtlverwere antiquated weapons dating from 1878

and 1884 respectively. By the time serious efforts were made to equih Weavy guns, it was too

late for the French Army and confusion reigned dkieir usage. A French officer noted in 1913:

We have heavy artillery. Do we have a doctrinetlie employment of this heavy artillery?
It does not appear so. Ask one hundred officeckenl at random of all ranks and arms:
“What is heavy artillery? What is it used for? wdds it used? Whom does it support?
Where is it positioned? The odds are 100-1 thatget no answer or that the same question

will be asked of yo°

Douglas Porch has identified the failure to equithvmeavy artillery as a critical flaw in the Frdénc

Army of 1914, with their shorter ranged field gwnsable to deliver counter battery fire against the

" Bailey, J.B.AField Artillery and Firepower (Annapolis, Naval Institute Press, 2004) p.229
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long range German weapons, and consequently bemaghed to pieces by shelling from heavy
German batterie®. Pre-war belief in France that it was not wortk #ffort in firing beyond visible
range proved to be a serious tactical weaknes81# &nd cost their artillery deaf§. Conversely,
the Germans had long anticipated the need for hbawjtzers to destroy fortifications in Belgium
and France, and were thus well equipped with lamge weapons that proved highly effective when

deployed in a field role in 1914.

While the Royal Artillery had experienced a reactémainst the extreme ranges encountered in South
Africa, this school of thought did not gain ascermdeand produced limited overall effect. The
artillery range tables of 1914 were identical tosh of 1902, suggesting that there was still @fici
belief in the value of long range fire throughol¢ tperiod. While flaws remained in the usage of
heavy guns with the wider army, the lesson of tberBNVar that artillery could engage effectively at
long range remained. Whereas the French placeg@letefaith in short range action, the British did
not forget the example of South Africa and thus eveomewhat better prepared for the tactical
problems of artillery combat in 1914, although wer so well equipped as the Germans in this
regard. “Long Tom” had been an unpleasant surjoisthe British, but the artillery had adapted el

to the expectation of long range action and prowddnacious foe for the Germans in the opening
weeks of the First World War. Despite its limitadmbers, the 60-pound gun proved a valuable
asset, being the only weapon in the British ars#radlhad the range to engage the devastating 15cm
howitzers deployed by the GermdnsHowever, the 60-pounder may have been even nse&ilu
had greater efforts been made to forge closer ltween the Heavy Artillery and the infantry i th
years prior to the outbreak of war, and the failtoecapitalise upon this must be counted as an

opportunity missed by the British Army.
Concealment

On the eve of the Boer War, an expectation heldutinout the British Army was that any major
battle would begin with a preliminary artillery duerhe opposing artillery would deploy in the open
and attempt to pound one another into submisskewinner then having a virtually free rein to
distribute his fire across the battlefield, witte loser forced to shelter his surviving guns angleyn
them as and when possible. As with much thinkiridiw the Royal Artillery, this idea was drawn
from the Franco-Prussian War, where German aftilkexd typically overwhelmed the French guns

before the battle was joined in earnét.
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However, the Boers were not wedded to any Europeatrine and had no intention of conforming to
this unrealistic expectation. Although the Boeosgessed certain qualitative advantages over the
British artillery, in numerical terms they were kbgssly outmatched and faced certain destruction if
they attempted to engage the British in an operl. duestead, the Boer gunners chose to take
advantage of the smokeless powder that gave tlifter armed comrades such an unexpected
advantage. Fighting from concealed positions, wittell tale smoke puffs to indicate the direction
of fire, the Boer artillery proved incredibly diffult for the British gunners to locate. This faduo
track down Boer artillery was perhaps even moreihating for the British than being outranged.
Whereas the gunners could cite material weakndesd®ing unable to reply to long range fire, in

terms of silencing a concealed enemy they had dlo sxcuse.

As well as firing from cover, the Boers used additil methods to frustrate attempts to knock out
their weapons. Multiple positions were usuallypaned for the guns, so that if the British located
one, the gun could be moved to another and resume Entrenchments and emplacements for the
gun and crews were considered essential, and tleesBeere not too proud to shelter in them if
located, waiting for the British fire to lift befermanning their weapons once m&reOne Boer
gunner ruminated that without them “...it is proleabot a man of us would have been left...” owing
to volume of fire the numerically superior Britiguns could delivet> Simple tricks were also
employed to confuse the British, including firingcancealed smokeless gun from one position and
simultaneously detonating a flask of black powdea aeparate, false point. The eye was inevitably
drawn to the smoke discharge, causing the Bridshéste their fire at a decoy position while thal re
gun continued to operate unmolested. This ruseegrto be so prevalent that attention was called to

it in an official memo issued by Lord Robefts.

During the early part of the war, the British eny@d observation balloons in an attempt to locage th
position of Boer trenches and guns. Balloons ptawest useful around Ladysmith, where the siege
lines and static nature of Boer positions made tlemotentially valuable reconnaissance asset.
However, in terms of locating enemy guns, resuksendisappointing. Lieutenant Colonel Henry
Rawlinson reported the difficulties associated watiserving Boer guns from the air, noting thafit....

is] difficult to spot guns from the Baloon [sic] éisocks about so and keeps revolving round sokmuc
that one cannot keep ones glasses sté&dgx further major problem was the inability of obsation

balloons to send rapid messages to friendly trap@soned below, with attempts to use heliographs
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from balloons proving a failuf&. While aerial reconnaissance had uses in the Bt it did little

to solve the problem of locating Boer guns.

For the British, the failure to locate and inaRilib deal with the outnumbered but concealed Boer
artillery came as a profound shock. Sir Georget&Vhoted that at no point during his combat

experience did he believe a Boer gun had been leabolat by counter battery work, commenting “It

has been a lesson to me that in modern warfasepititty hard to dismount an enemy’s gufisEven

the most skilful gun crews had problems engagidgém Boer guns. J.M. Grierson remembered:

The Boers developed a truly marvellous skill in @maling the position of their guns; the
officer who commanded the best-shooting batte@kehampton in 1899 told me that, in all
the actions up to occupation of Kroonstad, he feadnbeen able to range on a Boer gun, and
at the passage of the Vet River one of our battexigs for hours under the fire from a long

range gun which it could not locaté..

Although concealed Boer artillery fire generallyoped to be a source of indignation rather than
injury for the British, the refusal of the Boersfight in the open rendered the belief in the opgni
artillery duel a fallacy’> In combination with much longer artillery rangehjs represented a
challenge to pre-war tactical ideas and traininghigs, which had anticipated a straightforward
engagement over open sights at relatively shotami®s. Pre-war training had reflected this
expectation, with artillery aiming for rapidity andccuracy at visible targets and achieving
satisfactory result$. Indeed, the Royal Artillery, with the notable eption of the R.G.A, had taken
a somewhat perverse pride in its unscientific m@gghimwards gunnery and ranging, relying on the

kind of ‘dash’ demonstrated by the unfortunate @eld_ong to achieve results in battfe.

The Boer War shook faith in these concepts andethas considerable degree of introspection

amongst the gunners. A particular source of cane&s that a contest between guns in the open and
guns in cover was clearly an unequal one. Althotigh Boer guns had been hampered by poor
ammunition, the potential damage that could hawenbeflicted upon exposed British batteries was

well recognised. For example, at the Battle of IMagntz, several batteries of British artillery

deployed in the open, and were enfiladed by a Boeng Tom”, with only faulty fuses saving the
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British guns from severe casualtfé<Charles Callwell noted the changed circumstanc¢esaofare

meant that:

A single well concealed hostile gun will wipe outvhole battery if this is brought into action
in a bungling fashion; cases have occurred when aygom-pom — not a formidable weapon

— has given a battery in the open a lot of trodble.

A fellow gunner echoed these sentiments in a biufatehion, stating simply that to deploy in the
open against hidden artillery was “little short méadness®’ The idea of utilising cover and
concealed positions also found favour outside tbgaRArtillery. Lord Roberts cited training in
concealment of guns as necessary for improvemethiecdrm as a whole, and his views were echoed
by lan Hamilton and Charles Warr&h. Warren offered particularly strong opinions, ngti
“Concealment of guns both on attack and defenagovs a matter of primary importance, and in

defence can be brought to such perfection thatatmost impossible to locate thef.”

However, reversing the tactics of the previoustyhyears was not a simple task. While the idea of
fighting from behind cover had been mooted priorthe Boer War, the difficulty in achieving
accuracy from such positions had discouraged #s®sField Artillery Training editions for 1904
and 1906 both emphasised the use of cover for dunstranslating this into training was more
difficult, and required devising new methods of ideling accurate, indirect fire. This work
inevitably took time to bear frutf® For example, in 1903 Lord Roberts noted at a pwstoeuvres
conference, “l was disappointed to find the gunsewe® much exposed. There were exceptions, but
on the whole there was practically little attemipt@ncealment®? In 1904, John French wrote in an
Aldershot training memorandum “We can all rementimwr splendidly the Boer guns were concealed
and how it was often utterly impossible to locdtem, at any rate for a long time...I trust Artijler
officers will give the matter their serious consateon.”® Nevertheless, there were improvements
over time, especially after the introduction of supr equipment in the form of new field and horse

artillery guns. In 1906, lan Hamilton had greatigpe for the artillery of Southern Command, writing
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“So great has been the progress made during thespasner in the use of indirect laying and in the

art of entrenching, that the methods of 1904 aeady, to a great extent, obsolet¥.”

The Russo-Japanese War appeared to offer confomatithe value of cover. The Japanese artillery
was considered materially inferior to that of thesBians, but was better trained and more willing to
fight from concealed positions. Conversely, Rusgianners went to war with tactics similar to the
pre-Boer War British, expecting to use their weapanrelatively close range and being prepared to
sacrifice guns if necessaly. Against the Japanese this doctrine was costlyiaefflective, with
exposed Russian batteries being knocked out irt shaer. A British journalist saw a Russian batter
attempt to redeploy across open ground at theeBattihe Yalu River 30 April — 15 May 1904, only

to be caught by Japanese fire after moving aro@ddyards. The journalist noted “...the whole & th
teams, men, guns, and everything else were all piteat the end of that distanc&®” Observers on
both sides were shocked by the ferocity of artilliare. A British attaché with the Russians repdrt

to the Army Council that; “The present shrapned firith Q.F guns is such that no troops can faice it
the open nor can Artillery serve their guns underlndirect fire seemed to be the only practicable
method.*®” A French officer noted that unless covered apgres were available, artillery generally
only moved at night, commenting, “Invisibility hasecome an essential condition; this is the
dominating fact of the whole wat® After the initial shock of combat the Russianagtéd methods

of indirect fire, and, as in the Boer War, well cealed guns proved “uncommonly difficult” to
silence!® A British observer noted how on one occasionJidngganese had fired over 1,000 shells in
an attempt to eliminate a hidden Russian batteithowt succesS?’ At another engagement, it was
reported that the Japanese shelled Russian pasftiorL5 hours prior to an attack, only for hidden

Russian guns to unmask and overwhelm the infamtcg they began their advaricé.

The experience of the artillery in the Russo-Japan®ar seemed largely to validate the lessons of
concealment that the British had drawn from SoufiicA. However, even as the war in Manchuria
was in progress, a movement against the use ofeated positions for artillery was beginning to
gather force in Britain. The root of this reactiay in the problem of achieving accuracy from a
covered position. Reflecting prior prejudices aghiscientific gunnery, there was some disquiet

amongst the artillery over the need to employ sdvéstrange appliances” to achieve effective
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indirect fire, while some felt the emphasis on téchl matters threatened to overwhelm tactical

considerations!?

The greatest tactical conundrum which seemed tibatailagainst the use of concealed positions was
the need to hit fleeting targets. While the Sofflican experience had shown the resilience of
hidden guns, the conflict had also highlighted fdm that in battle against opponents who made the
most of cover, opportunities for effective fire wdikely to be brief and had to be seized immetjjate
This required a skilful gun crew, able to rapidiggaire the range and fire accurately. As with
attempts to improve infantry musketry, training hasts were revamped with moving and “surprise”
targets introduced to test the reactions of thengtm |Initially the results were somewhat farcical

When Sir Evelyn Wood was asked if surprise targatsmade a difference in training, he replied,

So much so that this year within a month or scauehseen an artillery officer so taken by
surprise that he has said: “1,600 yards, 1,200sydrd00 yards. As you were.” and the target

escaped®®

However, the careful calculations and positionimguired for delivering indirect fire seemed

incompatible with seizing such fleeting opportugsti The paradox between taking covered positions
to protect the guns and yet still being able tavdelsudden and effective fire when necessary was a
serious problem. At Okehampton it was noted tina tvas a factor not considered enough in tactics,

the camp commandant complaining:

A battery that comes into action under cover, akeéd half an hour or more to open fire, with
no certainty that it will be effective, when the@sC requires artillery fire at once, does

wrong™*

Reacting against the somewhat ponderous metho@sseary for effective indirect fire, some officers
began to denigrate the use of concealed positiosigad suggesting that rapid, direct fire was kdoun
to be more damaging to the enemy than slow, delibendirect shooting. For example, artilleryman
Major J.F Cadell argued that the addition of sluetnlthe latest field guns gave them great praipcti
against enemy fire, allowing them to fight in thgea once mor&? Cadell’s views were reminiscent
of pre-war thinking, arguing the role of artillewas to help secure victory regardless of the cost,

writing:
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To remain in action all day and fire off thousamdsrounds over a hill is not an object in
itself, even if you only lose three horses; whatdquired is a victory, even if obtained at

some expense, by the artilléry.

Despite the examples of the Boer War and the Riapanese War, such views found support.
Indeed, the Russian adoption of indirect fire waklho have been greatly adverse to their fighting
spirit, discouraging them from taking risks and gHeaving their infantry unsupported at critical
moments™*’ Even reformist officers such as lan Hamilton essed a certain degree of disquiet over
the way in which artillery in Manchuria had settléito semi-permanent concealed positions.
Hamilton commented that in the latter stages of wae, the Japanese were spending so long
concealing and positioning their field artilleryath”..they become almost as immobile as guns of
position. They take far too long in getting inaut of their pits, and | think the habit of entramg...

is tending to lessen their initiative and audatiy. This loss of spirit was seen as potentially
damaging to the army as a whole. Infantryman GapgRaA Charrier ruminated; “The doctrine held
by any Army of avoiding losses, when carried tag feas invariably ended in defeat, and it seems to
me that the use of indirect fire, carried too fzan only lead to the same resdf” Similar views

were also expressed at higher levels, the Insp&saeral of Forces writing in 1906:

As the reports of our attaches in Manchuria becavadable it soon made itself apparent that
protection was only one means to an end, and ehattach too much importance to it would
be disastrous to the spirit of the arm; and Amyllefficers have come to recognize, from
study of the subject and experience as to thedimits of indirect fire, that its use is

frequently incompatible with affording effectivepport to the other arms and inflicting loss

on the enemy?°

With the pendulum beginning to swing against the ab concealed positions, the attention of the
Royal Artillery was drawn towards the fire tactmisthe French. In 1897, the French had introduced
the famous 75mm “Quick Firing” gun to their fieldrnay, a weapon which possessed an
unprecedented rate of fire due to a recoil absgreystem that eliminated the need to run the gun
back into position after firing. As well as proind an exceptionally stable fire platform, the giso

benefited from an automatic fuse setting machinéutther increase the speed which it could be
loaded and fired. Taking advantage of this ratéirefand placing faith in their gun shields to keep

them protected, French tactics emphasised achiesmghilating fire effect at short to medium

118 |bid, p.1489

17 bid, pp.1479-1480

18 Hamilton, lanA Staff Officer's Scrap Book During the Russo-JagsarWaxLondon, E. Arnold, 1908)
Vol.1, p.225

19 Captain P.A. Carrier, “Correspondence Re: Thearie® the Best Position for Q.F Shielded Artilteiry
Journal of the Royal United Services Institgfi€1) 1907, p.109

120TNA WO 163/12 Inspector General of Forces Repartl906, p.30 (Hereafter IGF Report)

118



range'* The culmination of French artillery tactics whe tafale, a short but intense burst of fire
that aimed to overwhelm the target through feroaitd volume rather than precise accurdty.
British observers were often favourably impresséti these tactics, which stood in stark contrast to
the slower, more deliberate methods of fire in Rwyal Artillery. Charles a Court Repington, the
influential military correspondent dthe Timeswrote to lan Hamilton on the subject, arguing, the

12 minutes which it takes for one of our battet@esange laboriously, a French battery will wipg ou
a British brigade**® Other officers echoed these opinions, feeling tha French had truly grasped
the technical potential of Q.F guns, whereas thésBremphasis on slow, precise methods did not

take advantage of the vastly improved rate ofrivev available to thertt?

Interest in French fire tactics grew as the twdomet forged greater military links in the pre-First
World War period. By 1910, Sir John French wasregging concerns that British artillery tactics
were becoming out of date. German authorities wateal of British methods, and French himself

noted:

My opinion is that our Artillery compared with th&ench is slow in ranging and in opening
fire for effect, and that the ever-growing comptica of our method is tending to surpass the
capacity of the average battery commander and ¢orbe foreign to the atmosphere of the
battlefield®

In 1911, it was observed that some gunners whaattadded manoeuvres in France were organising
and training their batteries on French lines withafficial sanction’?® There were also concerns that
the reputation of the 75mm was resulting in a tengdo denigrate the 18-pounder in comparison,
leading to calls for a programme of artillery reament to produce guns that could match the French
weapons?’ Ultimately, the growing disquiet with British cqrared to French tactics resulted in a
series of trials in 1911 to ascertain if an adapt French methods could improve the firepowea of
British field battery. The French four gun orgatisn and methods of rapid ranging were tested, but
the results were somewhat inconclusive and a urarsnudecision on their practicality was not
reached?® The main result of the tests was to reveal that 18-pounder gun had a number of
technical defects that prevented it replicatingnElremethods effectively. It was found there was a

lack of steadiness in the carriage which necessitatlaying the gun from round to round, while the
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need to set the fuse on each shell by hand coulde®mp up with very high rates of fit€. The Chief

of Imperial General Staff noted that the existeafcthese technical issues rendered the argument ove
the adoption of French methods largely irrelevamtiluthey were correctef® Financial
considerations prevented this occurring beforedibreak of the First World War, and technical

limitations meant that French ideas were widely iaeldhbut difficult to put into actual practice.

The technical inability of the British guns to deli the kind of fire that the French used meant tha
the Royal Artillery never became completely wedtiedhe idea of direct fire. Instead, throughout
the period there was an ongoing debate on the v@luedirect versus direct methods, with both
camps enjoying periods of ascendency. As prewadisicussed, the British Army of the Edwardian
period was very reluctant to adopt any official wioe, and instead preferred to place emphasis on
tactical flexibility. This was especially true tie field artillery. As early as 1907, the Inspect
General of Forces had complained that there waasbaance of uniformity in artillery training, and
had requested an official pronouncement from thee@d Staff regarding the merits of direct versus
indirect fire™** However, little had been done by the followingyeand it was noted that in some
commands nothing but indirect fire was employedilavin others the opposite was trtié. At no
point did the Royal Artillery officially declareself dedicated to either method, and indeed orviee

of the First World War the emphasis remained orilfiéty with regard to choice of position, with
the French observing in 1914 that although Britimuals were excellent, British doctrine was non-
existent:** A number of historians have identified the ongoitebate regarding indirect versus direct
fire in the British Army. For example, in his history of the Royal Artillefigrmer gunner Sir John
Headlam considered the 1904 editioradld Artillery Tactics‘the high water mark of South African
inspiration” and suggested that a gradual shiftyafi@m concealed methods began from this ptiht.
Phillip Towle has also identified a vigorous debater the covered versus open positions, suggesting
that the influence of middle ranking artillery @féirs in favour of concealed positions was becoming
more prominent from 1910 onwards, and graduallyrepine General Staff in their favotif. Most
recently, J.B.A Bailey has noted that the Royaillery was struggling between competing ideas of
direct and indirect fire throughout the period,wiihdirect fire popular amongst battery commander,
but direct fire having more official sanction by1¥9*® The lack of historical consensus on Royal

Artillery doctrine of the period mirrors the lackaoctrine that existed in the arm itself.
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It was perhaps fortunate for the Royal Artilleryatht did not completely adopt French methods.
Although the 75mm was a superb gun, the Frenclefotlat it could fire direct at relatively short
range was anachronistic and was revealed as a rdaisgdallacy once war had broken out.
Conversely, the tactical lessons the Royal Artillead learned in South Africa, and which had been
confirmed by the Russo-Japanese War, were higldyant to combat in 1914. Finding themselves
outnumbered and outgunned by the Germans, it wasrtant that the British adopted concealed
positions to avoid being swept away by sheer weadliire. Unfortunately, while never abandoned,
the importance of concealment had become somewh#é¢dlin the intervening years. Historian
Robert Scales has argued that the serious losHesesuby the Royal Artillery at the Battle of Le
Cateau proves the weakness of British artilleryitcacompared to those of the Germans, notingathat
number of B.E.F. batteries occupied open positanswere punished by concealed German gtins.
However, of the three British divisions engaget], &' and %', it was the artillery of % Division who
chose to occupy forward positions, ostensibly &pire the infantry®® The artillery of & and &'
Division chose to deploy further back in more cedempositions and suffered relatively minor
casualties, with certain batteries eluding Germ#enapts to locate them throughout the entire
battle!®® The fact that the artillery of the B.E.F. divistoonhose to adopt such distinct tactics at Le
Cateau is more illustrative of the lack of formatileery doctrine rather than inherent tactical

weakness.

The Boer War had demonstrated the value of condgrsitions, and although interest in such tactics
waxed and waned, the use of cover remained an tenggpart of Royal Artillery training throughout
the period. The growth of interest in French mdghof direct fire from open positions was largely
regressive, and if it had been adopted as a wholbeboutnumbered artillery of the B.E.F., the hesu
of early battles against the Germans could welehanoved disastrous. Lack of formal doctrine on
the type of position to employ remained a conststesakness, but emphasis on flexibility at least
ensured the British were not wedded to a costly iaaffective tactical system such as the French.
The lessons of the Boer War had faded somewha8ib, but the experience of fighting against the
numerically superior and more heavily armed Geramdilery soon highlighted the need to adopt the
methods the Boers had made famous on the veldturtately for the British, although the popularity
of concealment had declined to an extent, it hacembeen abandoned and was still considered an
important element of training up to the eve of Hiest World War-*® Although the gunners had

much to learn about the new conditions of warfétne, lessons of concealment from the Boer War
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were an important element of future tactics, andvided a valuable asset for future artillery

development.

Field Howitzers

While the delivery of indirect fire from concealpdsitions was difficult for guns designed to fire @
flat trajectory, the British Army possessed a weappecifically designed to carry out this rolehe t
form of the howitzer. Field howitzers were a rsfely new addition to the arsenal of the Royal
Artillery, having only been introduced to the arm1896** Prior to the Boer War they had only
seen action during Kitchener's campaign in the 8udéere their high explosive shells had been
used to bombard the Mahdi's tomb. The fearful mesion created by these lyddite shells had

attracted favourable notice, and much was expagftdtem in the futuré*

Unfortunately lyddite proved to be something of imagpointment in the Boer War. Although it
created spectacular explosions and large cratemsnwh worked, it suffered from persistent
malfunctions, with one gunner estimating that naerthan 60% of his lyddite shells had detonated
properly**® Furthermore, despite being visually impressiveewit exploded, in terms of inflicting
actual casualties its effects were noted as beimgeeding local*** Artillerymen brought up with
the idea that the guns were there to be man-kilere especially critical of this apparent failuane
arguing shortly after the war that, “I think lydelifshells] are of so little value for heavy gunatth

should myself be quite prepared to make them éptinexiliary projectiles...™*®

Nevertheless, the Boer War had shown the neednfexplosive shell to engage enemy earthworks,
and a number of infantry officers at the Elgin Coission made reference to the potential value of
common shell for dealing with trench®8. Common shell was old fashioned ammunition that ima
some ways the forerunner of high explosive, bbei been largely phased out of the artillery due to
its ineffectiveness. It had been found to lackuesting charge large enough to damage hard targets
and had failed to produce enough segments to cheaey losses to troops in the open, and
artillerymen were perplexed and frustrated by th# for its return’*’ However, in delivering a
rebuttal to the common shell arguments, artillengrivajor-General Sir G.H. Marshall unwittingly

highlighted the key issue behind the revival oéiast in the old ammunition when he noted;
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| may say that the object of all field artillery emanition is man-killing and not the damage of
material... We do not attempt it, and not only that we do not profess in the Atrtillery to kill

people who get underground, with time shrapffel.

In fact, howitzers and not common shell were theaidsolution to inflict damage upon a sheltering
foe. Although lyddite fired from howitzers provdiappointing in South Africa, the combination of
plunging fire and explosive detonation held theeptill to scour trenches of their occupants as well
as destroy emplacements and earthworks. Indesgijtéahe limitations of the ammunition, where
they had been well handled howitzers had proveatmmdly effective in this role. Some officers had
much praise for the howitzer, although generally ifse effect on enemy morale. Lord Methuen
commented; “The lyddite shell did not come up soréputation, but | always took one howitzer with
me in the hills, as it terrified the enemy morerttemy other arm™° Charles Warren felt that the
assertion made by several Boers that they had aodkelyddite was bravado and “mere fiction”,
arguing that the effect had in fact been considerab This was particularly true in Natal, where the
British had been forced to hammer through a sefiesitrenched Boer positions in a campaign which
resembled the kind of trench warfare that wouldob@e common in Manchuria and the Western
Front. Here the howitzers had been so popular thighinfantry that officers had often squabbled

over who had authority over them, and they hadguloxital in supporting difficult assauft3.

However, howitzers still emerged from the Boer Wéth something of a mixed reputation. They
had been most successful in the rugged terrainatdlNwhere the Boers had made extensive use of
trenches and flanking moves were impractical, fayehe British to fight their way through in frohta
assault with the aid of artillery support. Howevirey had achieved relatively little elsewhere,
particularly during Lord Roberts’s advance. Hedles wide open spaces of Orange Free State and
Transvaal made it possible to outflank the Boetherathan having to attack their trenches in a
methodical manner. The best opportunity for hizwitmers came during the Battle of Paardeburg, but
their performance was disappointing against theeclg constructed Boer entrenchments. J.M.

Grierson noted these contrasting experiences oretum from South Africa.

The 5-inch howitzer was a disappointment, but apisidiffer as to its value. On the Natal
side they swore by it and praised its effect, buttte force advancing from Bloemfontein,

Lord Roberts left the brigade-division of howitzéshind, preferring to take heavier mefal.
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Even after the war, the relative ineffectivenesk/dflite remained a contentious point, and thereewe
calls for more shrapnel to be carried to increhsehbwitzer’s utility as a man-killér® Indeed, some
went so far as to argue that high angle time shlafire was the only solution to dealing with
entrenchments owing to the failure of high explesammunition in South Afric* Furthermore, it
was clear in the aftermath of the Boer War that Bh@ch field howitzer had serious defects,
including being too heavy for rapid movement durfiedd operations and possessing an inadequate
range to cope with long range enemy artilféfy.Unfortunately, design delays, financial parsimony
and manufacturing hold ups meant that a new howitas extremely slow in forthcoming, with a
replacement 4.5-inch field howitzer not enteringtiBn service until 1909. The slowness of
rearmament was a source of great frustration t@ittiéerymen, and helped to contribute to a gelnera
lack of understanding of the weapon in the yeadlfeviing the Boer War. It was noted that although
howitzers were well liked by the infantry for thaibility to deliver plunging fire, their preciselecas
field artillery within the British Army remained pdy defined:>® Lack of modern equipment was
partially blamed for the cold attitude towards did¢lowitzers, and they were also available only in
limited numbers, with just three batteries per ¢hirfantry divisions in 1908’ Major C.B Levita

summed up the problems the weapon faced, writing:

Hitherto the official books, which fortify the mindf military readers, have presumed a
discreet silence on the subject of Field Howitzergismissed it with a few broad statements
which have failed to excite commanders, at any ahtpeace, to a study of their uses... [on
manoeuvres howitzers are] generally stowed awdyariirst hole available, out of touch with

the infantry advance, and without a knowledge ef@hF gun’s targets'>®

J.B.A Bailey has suggested that the Boer War cabewatzers to develop a bad name in the British
Army and that they were neglected throughout thieogdewith just three batteries of six guns being
assigned to each B.E.F. infantry division in 19ddmparing extremely unfavourably with 380 field
howitzers available in the German Army, with eachri@an corps possessing a further 16 heavy
howitzers™™ However, this criticism is unfair. Although inumerical terms the provision of
howitzers seems miserly when compared to the Geymammust be remembered that a British
division of 1914 only possessed 72 guns in totadl thus the howitzer brigade represented a full

guarter of the total divisional artillery strengthyast improvement from the pre-Boer War standard,
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where there had been just 3 howitzer batterie®b® field batteries. This represents a consioler
proportion for a weapon which Bailey asserts hadcbgped such a poor reputation. Additionally, the
British allocation was far larger than that of #rench, who provided just 6 howitzers to each corps

and did not incorporate them into manoeuvfés.

Furthermore, despite its mixed performance in Sé\ftita and the long delays before a new field
howitzer was introduced, a number of junior offc@r the artillery were favourably impressed with
the weapon and saw a future for it in both Europead colonial warfar®' The scale of
entrenchment and the impressive performance of thergi in the Russo-Japanese War confirmed
these early ideas and emphasised their value ifiglte Indeed, the employment of these weapons
was selected as the first purely artillery subgetr to be discussed at a General Staff conference,
with Colonel A.H. Hamilton-Gordon, a howitzer bajteommander who had achieved distinction in
Natal, as a key speak&f. Although lack of modern equipment hampered theeldgment of the
arm, once it had come into service the 4.5-inchitzaw proved to be an excellent weapon and was
superior to continental rivals in the same cf48sThe new weapon proved popular amongst both
artilerymen and infantry. For example, in 190@ timspector General of Forces complained that
“Howitzer batteries are used almost too freely Ih atacks...” and warned that their limited
ammunition should instead be conserved for crititaments®® There was perhaps an overemphasis
on shrapnel from howitzers, with 75% of their amition being of this type, but in the early part of
the First World War, this did not prove a weaknesideed, it has been suggested that shrapnel

remained the most effective artillery ammunitiorotighout 1914%

Although certain flaws remained, particularly tleedency in parts of the R.F.A to see howitzers as
being highly specialised and technical, it is difft to agree with Bailey’s assertion that theres\aa
lack of interest in the weapdff. Despite a somewhat mixed performance in Soutltéfthe success

of the weapon in Natal showed its value against egistructed earthworks, and the Russo-Japanese
War confirmed the early faith many British artiljeren had in the gun. Bailey himself notes that the
work of officers such as Hamilton-Gordon with haeits in the pre-First World War period proved
“invaluable” in 1914’ Although howitzers were not given the same lesfeprominence they
received in the German Army, they remained an ingmbrand integral part of the B.E.F.’s artillery

complement and the Boer War played a large ro@riphasising their future value.
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181 For example, Nicolls, “Type of Guns” RAI, p.229; Gordon “Fourteen Days’ Howitzer Work”®RAl, p.364
162 HeadlamHistory of the Royal Atrtilleryyol.ll, p.179

183 gcales, “Artillery in Small Wars”, p.302

184 TNA WO 163/15 IGF Report for 1909, p.298

185 Bailey, Field Artillery, p.233

1% For example, see TNA WO 163/18 IGF Report for 191887

17 Bailey, Field Artillery, p.221 (Footnote)
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Infantry — Artillery Co-Operation

Although the embarrassments and difficulties ohfiigg against modern enemy artillery had a
profound effect upon the Royal Artillery, the masiportant issue to emerge from the Boer War was
the need for far greater levels of infantry — Bty co-operation. As with many tactical
considerations, pre-war manuals had seen artilapport for infantry attacks as a straightforward
process® After winning the artillery duel, it was expectttht the guns would bombard the enemy
position prior to the infantry advance, softeningtbe foe for the final assault. In the eventhaf
attackers meeting stiff resistance, the gunnerse vexpected to support as best they could, but
suggested means by which this could be achieved wague. A common maxim throughout the
long arm during the period was “The greater théiadilties of the infantry the closer should be the
support of the artillery”, but this was generallgidhto mean pushing guns up to short range, actacti
which brought Colonel Long to grief at Coler§d. The difficult matter of infantry support had
received little clarification on the eve of the dat, and training in co-operation prior to the &o
War was virtually non-existent, with one gunnerimgthat the only result of peace manoeuvres was
to prove that as far as the subject went, “lamédat@morance is very apparert®. These problems
were to be brought into stark focus in South Africlodern small arms fire vastly increased the

difficulties of assault, and the infantry had gezateed of artillery support than ever before.

As discussed in previous chapters, one of thelrdifficulties that faced the artillery in SoutHriksa

was the invisibility of enemy positions. Use ofncealed trenches and smokeless powder made
finding appropriate targets difficult, and inadetgueeconnaissance failed to ease these burdens. At
the battles of Colenso and Magersfontein, thelengilcarried out heavy bombardments of presumed
enemy entrenchments, when in fact they were shellaise positions that the Boers had left
unmanned. A German writer offered a scathing dasen of the bombardment of Colenso, noting
that “...the fire of the guns was directed upondpposite bank at random, the actual positionfi@f t
enemy being unknown, [and] the effect, as might ehdbeen anticipated, was nif* At
Magersfonetein, an even greater bombardment wageded during the late afternoon prior to the
planned night march. This artillery preparationswiae heaviest bombardment delivered by British
guns since the Crimean War. Lord Methuen notddsrofficial despatch that “...[with] the additidna
effect of lyddite | expected great destructionif# In their trenches, and a considerable demanalis

effect on the enemy’s nerves, thereby indirectlyisiig the attack at daybreak? However, as

188 HeadlamHistory of the Royal Artilleryyol.ll, p.43

189 HeadlamHistory of the Royal Atrtilleryyol.lll, p.382

0 Major C.0O. Head, “The desirability of the acquirmby Infantry officers, especially of higher rankf a
more intelligent knowledge of the use of field ket than they generally posses”Jaurnal of the Royal
United Services Institu#8(2) 1904, p.1176

1 Unknown Translator, “The Heavy Artillery of a Fdefrmy at River Crossings” ibinited Service Magazine
November 1904, p.166

2TNA WO 108/237 Lord Methuen’s DespatchH™Bebruary 1900
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previously discussed, the correct location of thaemBtrenches had not been ascertained, and the
majority of the fire was delivered at unoccupie@daa of the kopje. Those shells that did land
amongst the Boer earthworks inflicted practicalty damage. Furthermore, far from terrifying the

burghers, the artillery preparation simply aletteein to the fact that an attack was imminent.

While the relative invisibility of Boer positions ade such pre-battle bombardments largely
ineffective, they also posed problems for the cl@segge tactics that had been favoured in colonial
wars. Guns that attempted to push forward torifantry firing line and beyond, as Colonel Long did
at Colenso, could find themselves in grave diftiesl of their own if they blundered into previously
unseen Boers. Furthermore, occupying a close rpagition did not always ease the difficulties of
locating invisible and fleeting targets. For exéen@mt Modder River, British batteries managed to
push forward to within 1200 yards of the Boer linean attempt to give renewed vigour to the stalled
British attack. Although these guns drew praigetifeir efforts and had success in keeping down
enemy artillery fire, they could avail little agatnthe dug-in Boer riflemen and could not help the

British infantry advance any furth&f

Overcoming well constructed Boer defences requinedre than ineffective preliminary
bombardments, and no amount of close range hecoigsl make up for a lack of thoroughness in
preparation. The solution lay in better co-oierawith the infantry, who by advancing could ferc
the Boers to occupy their defences and also cdngséurghers to reveal themselves as they rose to
fire.  Summing up this issue, one gunner noted tWatillery preparation is essential, but a
bombardmenfollowed by an attacks futile.”’* However, given the lack of pre-war training oe th
subject, achieving this level of co-operation posedsiderable difficulties. The artillery had to
ensure their fire was well timed and accurate #leg risked hitting their own side, while the infign
required a means of signalling to their guns tongeatarget or cease fire when necessary. Ineyjtabl
there were errors in the heat of battle. For exemat the Battle of Talana Hill, British guns
continued to fire on the Boer position even afterfdly infantry had seized it, causing such chaos
that the hard won hill top was briefly abandon@dAt the Battle of Spion Kop, British infantry ihe
firing line lacked the means to communicate with ¢funners as their heliographs had been smashed
by bullets early on in the fighting, and flag sitnevere hard to read. Lacking information, thédfie
artillery attempted in vain to try and silence #illle Boer guns, when their fire could have beenemo
profitably directed on the riflemen who were engagthe British lind’® When a battery of 4.7 inch

guns opened an effective fire on the Boers frong laange, Charles Warren, stationed at the bottom

3 Duxbury, G.RThe Battle of Modder River 98\ovember, 189@Johannesburg, S.A National Museum of
Military History, 1995) pp.2-3

174 Captain N.F. Gordon, “The Future Training, Orgatian and Tactical Employment of Q.F Field Artijfér
in Minutes of the Proceedings of the Royal Artillergtitution, XXXI 1904-05, p.187

75 Amery, Times HistoryVol.2, pp.165-166

176 Amery, Times HistoryVol.3, p.256
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of the kopje and out of touch with the fighting thesent an alarmed message for them to cease fire,
stating “We occupy the whole summit and | fear goe shelling us severely™ In fact, Warren was

wrong and this valuable supporting fire was logh&hard pressed infantry.

Nevertheless, the experience of combat began toowephe level of co-operation between the two
arms. After the disaster at Spion Kop, artillenddnfantry in Natal began to forge closer linkslan
improve their tactical combinations. At the BawieVaal Krantz 8-7" February 1900, heavy Boer
fire from an unexpected quarter had deflected tifantry advance, but well positioned artillery
reacted quickly to suppress it and allow the infamb continue forward’® During the fighting for
control of the Tugela Heights later in the same tipMNeville Lyttelton ordered his supporting
artillery not to open fire until his infantry adwea had compelled the Boers to man their positians,
policy noted as a “considerable tactical improvetheby Leo Amery’”® These gradual
improvements bore their greatest fruit at the Batfl Pieter’s Hill 2 February 1900. Preparation
for assault was exceptionally thorough, applyirthteques normally reserved for sieges to a tactical
field battle. The British assembled around 76 galmsig a 4.5 mile front to support the infantry
attack, and had pre-registered the ranges to impiotargets during the previous day. Describirgg th
preparations, Lord Roberts noted; “Every sangar iamgbrtant point of the enemy’s position had
been given a name, the gun positions were connégtedynallers, and special observers were posted

at the principal pointst® Specific instructions to the artillery of Bivision stated:

Follow the infantry attacks up closely. When noder safe to shoot at enemy’s position, do
not cease fire, but shoot over the enemy’s trencipashing them well up”, so as to make

the enemy think he is still being shelled, and aksth as he runs down the other sfde.

The time spent in preparation was not wasted, amehwhe attack was delivered the artillery support
proved decisive. Field guns firing shrapnel weneéd to switch to firing over the Boer trenches as
their infantry approached, but the howitzers artlidch guns continued their fire with lyddite and
common shell until virtually the last moment, LdRdberts reporting the fire was maintained until the
infantry were just 15 yards from the Boer [i##&.Although some British troops were hit by theirrow

artillery, it was generally considered by infantfficers that without such close supporting fire th

7 ieutenant S. Gore-Browne, “The Best Methods té\Hepted to Secure Co-operation between Infantdy an
Artillery in the Attack” inJournal of the Royal ArtilleryXXXIIl 1906-1907, p.306

178 Captain W.F. Weber, “The Employment of Divisiodatillery” in Journal of the Royal United Services
Institute,54(1) 1910, pp.358-59

179 Amery, Times HistoryVol.3, p.502

180 TNA WO 108/237 Lord Roberts’s DespatcH™2@arch 1900

181 Quoted in Maurice, Frederick (edistory of the War in South Afriq@ckfield, Naval & Military Press
2007) Vol.2, pp.353-35, 509 (Hereafter referredas®fficial History)

182 TNA WO 108/237 Lord Roberts DespatcH"28arch 1900
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attack would have failef® The artillery preparation at Pieter's Hill wastmost thorough of the
war, and the Natal Field Force further demonstrgtsat] levels of infantry — artillery co-operation a

subsequent engagements such as Botha's Pass ayeah et

The war in South Africa revealed several importessues with regard to supporting an infantry
attack. Shrapnel from field guns was relativelyrnlass against entrenchments, but had a
suppressing effect that could keep down enemy fifike High angle fire from howitzers was more
useful for inflicting damage upon earthworks, andld be continued longer with less fear of causing
friendly casualties. In combination, the two wemppossessed synergy, with the shrapnel sweeping
a wide area to prevent reinforcement or evacuatiothe position, while howitzers searched the
earthworks and caused chaos amongst the defentleis effect was achieved at Pieter’s Hill, where
the Boers were noted as being “...practically awadi to their trenches by the severity of artillery

fire.”18°

Unfortunately, in the aftermath of the conflictethubject of co-operation in the attack received le
attention than the value of long range fire andubage of concealed positions. Although a number
of officers from both branches identified the fawt modern conditions made artillery support more
critical than ever, little improvement in trainingas made in the years immediately following the
war®® It is not entirely clear why the links that haeeln forged in South Africa were neglected in the
aftermath of the conflict, but several factors nteave contributed to the decline. As previously
discussed, the service branches of the British Atengled to learn within their own frame work and
both infantry and artillery tended to focus on lmtarspecific issues in the years following the war.
Artillery focused upon long range, accurate shaptat difficult targets, while infantry devoted
attention to their own tactical reforms such agesgion and marksmanship, causing the two arms to
drift apart and forget the lessons learned so plynin Natal. Furthermore, an absence of suitable
areas where combined training was possible linttecdevelopment of co-operative tactits When
artillery and infantry did train together, infantojficers tended to leave all fire support decisitn

the gunners, focussing solely upon their own tattgroblems.  Artilleryman Major C.O. Head

addressed the issue in a polemical article in 180ding:

An unfortunate idea has grown up in the Army theg tise of field artillery is an obtuse

science, to be understood only of a few [sic], &egond the intelligence of anyone not

183 Captain H. Dawnay, “Artillery and Infantry in thénal Stages of the Attack: An Infantry View” dournal
of the Royal Artillery XXXV 1908-1909, p.55

See also “Correspondence — Artillery Support ohmtfy” in Journal of the Royal United Service Instituion
54(1) 1910, p.665

184 Maurice,Official History, Vol.3, pp.398-399
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186 Elgin CommissionVol.2, Q16924, p.282

187 TNA WO 163/10 IGF Report for 1904, pp.306-307
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directly connected with it... The ignorance of imfg officers on the employment of artillery

is astounding, and it is only equalled by theirauigeptions of its powéf®

Voices were beginning to be raised regarding faygiloser links between infantry and artillery by
1904, and this ground swell of interest fortuitgusbincided with reports from the outbreak of the
Russo-Japanese War, with reports from this cordicting as a timely reminder of the importance of
close co-operation between the two affils.In Manchuria, artillery was noted as being more
powerful than ever before, forcing infantry to diggmselves even deeper underground and presenting
problems for assault§’ Nevertheless, as in the Boer War, the artillagkéd the strength to shell
determined troops out of their positions in pref@sabombardments, and instead combination in the
attack was vitat® In terms of teaching co-operation, there was iradbt little in the Russo-Japanese
War that should have come as a surprise to vetaratiee Natal campaign, but it had the valuable
effect of revitalising interest in the neglectedbjsat and highlighting it as a critical elementfature
tactics. Interest steadily grew in the issue tgiothe second half of the Edwardian period, althoug
blunders could still occur in training. In 1907 ulbért Gough defeated John French during

manoeuvres at Aldershot, citing infantry and amtyllco-operation as an important factor:

He (French) still talks of the artillery duel andiléery preparation, which are worse than
useless. The preparation for the decisive struggistbe done by both Infantry and Atrtillery.
The Infantrymustadvance anthreatenassault to force the defenders to expose themsklves

artillery fire %2

While there was recognition of the need for co-atien, the problem for the infantry and artillery
was how effective combination and support could besachieved at tactical level. The debate was
further complicated by the continuing, unresolvediuaents over whether artillery was best
employed from long range, concealed positions, toshart range over open sights. Despite the
unfortunate fate of Colonel Long's batteries at @bsb, and the excellent example of carefully
prepared artillery at longer range at Pieter's ,Hilinphasis remained on getting guns close to the
firing line during the decisive attackCombined Training 1908mphasised the old pre-war mantra
when it noted “...it should be borne in mind thag greater the difficulties of the infantry the sgo

should be the support of the artillery; this magessitate some of the artillery being pushed fadwar

18 Head, “The use of field artillery” idRUSI,48(2) 1904, pp.1173-1174

189 Spiers, “Rearming the Edwardian Artillery” #8AHR LVII: (231) 1979, p.172

10 For example, Negrier, “Lessons of the Russo-Jaggaiéar” inJRUSI,50(1) 1906, p.805

1 Unknown Translator, “Combination in the attack’Jiournal of the Royal United Services Instifid(2)
1910, p.1198

192 Quoted in Badsey, Stephddgctrine and Reform in the British Cavalt$80-1918 (Aldershot, Ashgate,
2008), p.200
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to within decisive ranges during the final stagéthe engagement® Officers from both branches
supported the idea that guns needed to be dephyeldse range to ensure attacks were successful.
Long range fire was held to increase the risk ieifilly fire incidents and also was accused ofrfgili

to inflict sufficient damage or give the requiredna support® The need for fire to improve morale
was considered especially important, particulagypath South African and Manchurian experiences
had proven it was difficult to inflict actual casties upon well entrenched defenders. Furthermore,
the extended formations adopted by infantry inEdevardian period were noted as requiring greater
moral encouragement than the old close order cadnWhile well positioned, concealed guns
were noted as having a distinct material effectnui® enemy, some officers argued that this was not
enough and suggested that the infantry neededetdhe&® own guns to draw support from them.
Undoubtedly, the sight of friendly artillery coube inspiring for hard pressed infantry. For exampl

at a critical moment during the Battle of Elandglaa lan Hamilton had ordered two guns to be
brought up to the firing line, “...and was abledtw some good by shouting out to the infantry that t
guns were coming up to help theM®” Building on this idea, artillerymen Captain B.kiktson

offered the opinion;

...the sight of even a single gun shooting inddfely from an adjacent, exposed position will
be far more morally valuable than a whole brigadden cover a mile away... Moral support
from the drawing-room never yet induced a frighterahild to go upstairs alone in the

dark®’

However, there were serious problems with this.iddde long ranges at which artillery initially
deployed meant that moving them closer to theditine would be a slower, more difficult process
than many imagined. Infantry officers were hedrgast-manoeuvre conferences offering to use their
own men to man handle guns into the front lineh& gunners would serve them, but artillerymen
noted that this would be far harder in war thaagpipeared in traininf® Furthermore, as proved at
Colenso and in the Russo-Japanese War, exposedidmttan the risk of being knocked out by both
infantry and artillery fire if they deployed in tlepen. The fate of artillery that attempted tossro
open ground under fire in Manchuria had proved thatlo so was “to court disaster”, with one

Russian battery that tried such a deployment aB#itle of Liao-Yang suffering appalling casualties

193 Combined Training 1905.118

194 Major E.M. Molyneux, “Artillery support of infanyt’ in Journal of the Royal United Services InstiftB8(2)
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that included all its officers, 56 men and 15 hel€& A senior British artilleryman recognised the
consequences of such losses in a rebuttal of chogge tactics, writing “...the spectacle of a halmst

of men and horses in their immediate neighbourhzzothot but have a most unnerving effect on the
best of infantry.*® Conversely, guns operating from covered positiarmild be safer from
incoming enemy fire and could continue firing witklative calm, which would be far more

conducive to accuracy than occupying an open, tsibept crest?*

The debate continued throughout the pre-1914 pewiti neither side gaining official ascendency.
As with the discussions over the value of covensuterable freedom was allowed to individual
artillery officers with regard to how they chosefight their guns. Although training and equipment
allowed the use of accurate fire from concealeditipos, the insinuation that artillery was not
properly supporting their infantry comrades unldgey were fighting their guns in the open touched
raw nerves, andrield Artillery Training made mention of the need for batteries to be ngllio
sacrifice themselves if necessary to support tteekd®® Nevertheless, by 1914, the confusing and
potentially misleading phrase “close support” hadrbdropped from British regulations, and while it
was recommended to have guns at close hand to eepehy counter attacks, the idea of pushing
batteries up to decisive range during the attack mat to be found iffield Service Regulatiorf§’
However,Field Artillery Training for 1914 offered a somewhat contradictory viewggasting that
“To support infantry and to enable it to effect itspurpose the artillery must willingly sacrifice

itself.” 294

[Emphasis in the original] This lack of officidbctrine on how best to support the infantry
prevented a systematic approach to co-operationrestead allowed a profusion of methods to exist,
as revealed by the artillery deployments at thel®af Le Cateau. "5Division’s guns followed the
line of Field Artillery Training and although offering strong support also suffesedous casualties,
while 3° Division’s guns took the concealed route prefetrgéfield Service Regulationdut missed

certain opportunities to deliver effective fif8.

While the debate on close range or long range stippatinued, a problem common to both schools
of thought was how to ensure effective communicetietween the infantry and artillery. In the Boer
War, flag signals, heliographs and even men fixiagonets and waving their rifles over their heads
had been used to communicate with the artillery,duen in the crystal clear atmosphere of South

Africa these methods had not always been reliabte ammunication had broken down at battles
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such as Spion Kop. In Manchuria, the Japanesautilggbd various methods including the carrying
of prominent flags in the firing line, but more ionantly had also experimented with the usage of
field telephones to link infantry and artillefy. However, the technology was still very much i it
infancy and was bedevilled by a host of technicabfems. Many British artillerymen saw a bright
future for telephones, but few were prepared taglzomplete faith in them until the technology was
more reliabl€®” While telephones had value in connecting gunsbiservation posts, they were not
yet sufficiently advanced to permit them being ieatrinto the firing line itself. This problem of
communication between artillery and front line mfy was one that affected all armies during the

First World War, and would not be adequately soletil the advent of portable wirele¥8.

In the absence of precise communications that cgivé the artillery an accurate picture of
conditions in the firing line, a major tactical igswas how long the guns should continue firing
during an assault. Fear of friendly fire was acsex one, but despite this concern the generalapin
amongst both gunners and infantry was that firaishbe continued until the very last moment, with
one officer stating, “It is not sufficient, in thafantry attack, that the artillery support shotid
continued up to the last minute; it must be keptaithe last second® The experience of South
Africa was crucial in encouraging the idea thatwaose support was possible and demonstrating that
‘friendly fire’ incidents were far less common thhad been feared. The valuable experiences in
Natal placed the British Army in advance of contita rivals, who expected to be forced to cease fir
with the infantry around 300 yards from the enemg'® Conversely, British experience suggested
fire could be continued for much longer, with oregeran of South Africa recalling that the last Ehel
burst over the Boer trenches when his own men lgsgethan 50 yards from the position, offering the
opinion “This is how it should b&* Nevertheless, the fear of causing friendly camsivas a real
one for many artillery officers, and official regtibns on the difficult issue were vague for mu¢h o
the perio™® No specific distance at which to cease fire vead town in British regulations, the
emphasis remaining on flexibility and individualdgement, butField Service Regulations 1909

effectively endorsed close support in the styl¢ tizal been seen in South Africa, noting;

208 Hamilton, Staff Officer's Scrafook, Vol.1, p.180-181. Hamilton was rather uniegsed with the use of
telephone lines, feeling they would be cut by agragsive, resourceful foe.
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...artillery fire will be continued until it is imgssible for the artillery to distinguish between
its own and the enemy’s infantry. The danger frehells bursting short is more than

compensated for by the support afforded, if firm@intained to the last momerit2.

As theoretical interest in the difficult issue greémprovements in co-operative training between the
two arms followed. Calls for greater links betweefantry and artillery had been raised at Aldetsho
in 1905, with Sir John French noting that he ba¢lose relations between the two “...to be one of
the great secrets of success on the modern belileéft* Nevertheless, problems with achieving
these laudable goals remained. There was litigerfinisation between infantry and artillery, and it
was observed that these somewhat frosty relatiemshed the extent that artillery officers chose to
mess with the Royal Engineers rather than the infaifi a battery mess was unavailabt2. lan
Hamilton described relations and co-operation betwhe two arms as “...one of the weakest, if not
the weakest, spots in our system of trainifi§.” Various attempts to improve the situation and
increase mutual understanding between the arms made, with Hamilton at Southern Command
pioneering a successful policy of attaching infardfficers to artillery and vice ver$d. Infantry
officers were also encouraged to visit artillerggirce camps to observe their methods, but by 1906
the Inspector General of Forces felt this was nough, and instead suggested that officers shauld b
ordered to attend, with the Army Council approvisigthis policy?’® Gradually, these initiatives
began to improve the relationship between the twosabut the process was slow, and relations
between gunners and infantry could still prove seha bitter at post-manoeuvre confererfces.
Nevertheless, the efforts had begun to bear fyuthk later part of the period. In 1913, Captai&.C
Budworth noted that discussions of co-operativéidaavere “...carried out to a much greater extent
than before”, while in the same year the Inspecd@neral reported “There is a considerable
improvement in the co-operation of Artillery anddntry during training at all stations at whictcén

be arranged...”, although he felt still more cookddone in this directioft’

While the Royal Artillery had initially taken legsterest in infantry support than in developingdon
ranged and indirect fire, by the end of the petiwal issue was prominent and widely debated. The
experience of combat in South Africa had shownpbiential of close co-operation during infantry

attacks, and Thomas Pakenham has suggested ttatitleey tactics employed in the later stages of

23 Fjeld Service Regulations 1909 (Reprint 19p4)43
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the Natal campaign were revolutionary, foreshadgwire ‘creeping barrages’ that were used in the
First World War*?* Unfortunately, rearmament and the debate ovegrcand concealment meant the
artillery lost sight of these valuable lessonsdeveral years after the conflict, and it took tkanaple

of the Russo-Japanese War to renew interest isubgct. While the artillery and infantry worked
hard to improve their methods of co-operation, ftaers of existing communications technology and
lack of clear doctrinal guidance on the best posgito occupy placed limitations on what could be
achieved. The core principles of artillery co-agiem learned in the Natal were excellent, butighit
emphasis on flexibility meant that although closeoperation was seen as a crucial factor on the
battlefield, the artillery had no systematic appto&o providing fire support for infantry. Thisdiéo
contrasting deployments at Le Cateau, and its ifigere also felt during later actions in 1914 hsuc
as the fighting advance through Artois in earlyuaut??> Although the Royal Artillery acquitted
itself reasonably well during 1914, ensuring coragien on the vast battlefronts that emerged from
1915 took time, training and bitter experience @ngas not until 1917 that such methods were to

become truly effectivé?
Conclusions

Of all the combat arms in the British Army, the Rbgrtillery faced the greatest challenge in the-pr
First World War period, being forced to adapt téhboew equipment and new tactics in a short space
of time. Many long held tactical ideas were fouwmahting in South Africa, and the debates on their

potential replacements inevitably aroused contisywand argument.

The Boer War produced many important tactical ideeduding the need for accurate, long range fire
and the importance of close co-operation with itfanThe introduction of the 60-pound gun and the
excellent 4.5-inch howitzer both stemmed from tRpegience in South Africa, and although these
weapons were in short supply, they provided a atydiatform for further development in the First
World War. Equally, the ability of the Royal Atély to engage from concealed positions and the
attendant interest in more precise methods ofviieee to serve it well on the Western Front. The
flirtation with rapid but inaccurate Frendfafale tactics was fortunately abandoned, and it is
significant to note that the French expressed demable admiration for the precision of Royal
Artillery fire in late 1914

The Russo-Japanese War provided a timely reminidéreogrowing importance of artillery and had
the valuable effect of increasing interest in cevapive tactics. However, it offered relativelitlé

that was new to the Royal Artillery. The use ofwvtaers to overcome earthworks, the dangers of

221 pakenham, Thom&he Boer WafLondon, Abacus, 1997) pp.361-362
222 Bidwell & Graham Firepower,pp.67-68

22 Bailey, Field Atrtillery, p.246

224 Bidwell & Graham Firepower,pp.83-84
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deploying guns in the open and the need for stestiliery support for infantry attacks had all been
emphasised in South Africa, particularly in Natdlhe Russo-Japanese War tended to confirm the
lessons that had been demonstrated in the Boerrdtfiagr than offering anything that was entirely

new, but it did have the valuable effect of incregsnterest in and debate upon the subject.

However, the great weakness of the artillery irs fhériod was a failure to settle upon any formal
combat doctrine. Instead, a wide variety of tadtideas were in circulation, with individual offits
generally left to choose between them. Througtibat period, the popularity of certain tactical
principles waxed and waned, with some briefly gainascendancy only to be abandoned soon after.
For example, the use of covered positions was neubr codified, with its reputation peaking after
the Boer War, declining as the Frenchfale system gained popularity, and then enjoying a
resurgence as French methods were found to be dtigagla In such an environment, much
responsibility devolved onto the artillery commantte choosing how to fight his guns. While this
ensured flexibility, it failed to create uniformityln an army used to colonial campaigns with small
numbers of troops in a variety of climatic conditg this flexibility was an asset, but it became a
source of weakness as the army underwent masspansion from 1914 onwards. The result was
that for the early part of the First World War, theccess of artillery was often dependent upon the
degree of enlightenment of the officers in changgh higher command choosing not to enforce
uniform fire plans?® This approach could achieve local successes &dtserious flaws when

employed across a large battlefront such as thidteoSomme.

Nevertheless, although flaws remained, the Boer Wad the important effect of prompting a
complete rearmament, as well as forcing the Royélléxy away from outdated ideas drawn from
1870 and into more practical tactics. In criticgsthe British artillery performance in early pafthe
First World War, it is possible to lose sight oétlevel of development the branch underwent during
the 1899 — 1914 period. In 1899, the artillery baén poorly equipped, wedded to outdated tactical
ideas and was lambasted for being outclassed gndfll of Boer guns, but by 1914 the British
gunners were adept at fighting from concealed postand were noted for their precision and
accuracy by their allies. The ideas drawn fromBloer War and confirmed by the Russo-Japanese
War proved a valuable basis for future developmeiithe tactics of accurate long range fire,
concealment and close infantry support were aktmsaly correct, and it was a lack of numbers and
absence of uniform doctrine that hampered the ggnnel914 rather than inherent tactical flaws as
in the case of the French. Although the reformsthef Royal Artillery were not as strikingly
successful as those of the infantry, they nevertisetepresented a substantial improvement in both

tactics and equipment on those of the army thatfitniaght in South Africa.

223 |bid, p.82
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Edward Spiers has suggested that the artillery weentar in 1914 “with a well-considered doctrine,
which commanded confidenc&® In fact, doctrine was notable by its absence fibe Royal
Artillery, but this problem was compensated to ektey highly accurate gunnery and many good
tactical ideas within the branch, even if they wa formally codified in the pre-war years.
Building upon the hard experience of the Boer W&, Royal Artillery was able to improve itself to
the extent that it proved a determined foe for mlenerically superior Germany artillery in the
opening months of the First World War, providingi@al fire support to their infantry comrades in

battles such as Le Cateau and First Ypres desgitpdrsistent ammunition shortages.

226 gpjers, “Rearming the Edwardian Artillery” #8AHRLVII: (231) 1979, p.176
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Chapter Four
Cavalry

Despite its pre-eminent social status, the cavaflthe British Army had played a relatively minor
role in the colonial struggles of the late"i®ntury, and had limited combat experience padhe
Boer War. However, the struggle in South Africayad to be a conflict in which mounted troops
were to become the dominant arm. The Boers wesntrely mounted force, and their military
ethos was based upon maintaining mobility to abeithg overwhelmed at close range by superior
numbers. Although the Boers often fought fromeaarks in the conventional stage of the war,
during this period the cavalry were kept busy withrying out difficult reconnaissance against well
concealed foes and trying to cut off Boer retredtisr British advances. Both these roles proved fa
harder than anticipated. Smokeless powder andriomge rifles made effective scouting
exceptionally difficult, while the superior qualidf Boer mounts and small numbers of British
cavalry meant that the exhausted horsemen wene leftetrailing behind in pursuits, unable to turn
local victories into decisive ones. After the fafllBloemfontein and Pretoria and the beginninthef
guerrilla war, the mobility of the Boers becamerewgore pronounced. Abandoning their artillery
and wagon laagers, fast moving commandos werg@bikeike at exposed and vulnerable British
formations with alarming success, before escapgiagelatively slow moving British pursuit
columns. To counter Boer mobility, the British tiyed a vast number of mounted troops in South
Africa, including regular formations of cavalry ambunted infantry, as well as yeomanry from
Britain and colonial volunteers from around the Enep Campaigning over the enormous geography
of South Africa against a highly mobile foe madeagrdemands upon the British mounted forces.
The varied duties included reconnaissance, scrgetuiming the flanks of fixed Boer positions and
finally striking and pursuing when the opporturatyse. The workload resulted in a staggering
number of casualties amongst horses. Officialrégunoted that 347,007 animals were ‘expended’
during the campaign, mainly as a result of exhansind disease, the figure representing around 67%

of the total number of horses sent to the thehtre.

With such an important and prominent part to pthg performance of the British mounted forces
became a subject of scrutiny and criticism everienhie war was still in progress. Critics argueat t
the cavalry had achieved precious little with swordance and had failed to effectively pursue the
Boers and turn retreats into routs. Supporterselrewpointed to incidents such as the successful
pursuit at Elandslaagte and the bold advance ot#wvalry division at Klip Drift, suggesting that

these examples had proven the viability of trad#ioccavalry on a fire swept battlefield. The rofe

! Report of His Majesty’s Commissioners Appointeih¢mire into the Military Preparations and Other Mers
Connected with the War in South Afri¢aondon, H.M.S.0. 1903) Vol.4: Report, p.97 (Hadter referred to as
the Elgin Commission
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the Mounted Infantry also proved controversial,wtome feeling that their ability to combine
cavalry mobility with infantry firepower made thesmceptionally valuable, while others argued their
rudimentary riding skills and poor horsemastery endidlem a liability that merely increased the
number of horse casualties. The experiences oBtiee War set the stage for a heated debate that
would rage throughout the pre-First World War peras to what tactical role cavalry would play in
any future conflict. The crux of this discussi@volved around whether cavalry was better served
focusing on a dismounted combat role or keepingoldeshock action traditions and aiming for a
decisive charge. Fierce passions were arouseotbrsltes, and some of the most important soldiers
of the British Army became involved in the debateluding the last Commander in Chief, Lord

Roberts, and future B.E.F. commanders John FremtiDauglas Haig.

This vociferous debate has caught the eye of lasterand the tactical development of cavalry ig th
period has received greater academic study thaeraifantry or artillery. Traditionally, views of
cavalry have been largely negative, seeing the agrantiquated and reactionary, with key officers
such as Haig stubbornly wedded to obsolete idedsigimorant of new technolody.For example,
Edward Spiers has argued that attempts to refoencdkalry in the 1899 — 1914 period were a failure,
ending with mounted arm using the same shock tadtichad used prior to the Boer Whar.
Ineffectiveness of cavalry during the years of ¢ftedeadlock on the Western Front is cited as final
proof that the mounted arm was little more tharempensive, unreformed relic by 1914However,

in recent years a revisionist view has emergedhilenge the idea that cavalry was a military
anachronism in the 3@entury. Historians such as Stephen Badsey anch&ePhillips have argued
that the British cavalry underwent important andushle reforms prior to 1914, emerging as an
effective battlefield force in the First World Wduring the more mobile periods of the conflict in
1914 and 1918, whilst also proving valuable in Mieldle East Far from being wedded to old
fashioned shock tactics, the revisionists arguettie@British cavalry was considerably in advante o
continental rivals in use of the rifle during theef-irst World War period, with tactics comprisiag

effective hybrid mixture of cold steel charges digiounted firepowet.

2 De Groot, Gerard)ouglas Haig 1861 — 1928 ondon, Unwin Hyman, 1988) p.109; Gerard De Groot
“Educated Soldier or Cavalry Officer? Contradicgan the pre-1914 Career of Douglas HaigWiar and
Society4(2) 1986, p.65; Edward Spiers, “The British Cayal902-1914”" inJournal of the Society for Army
Historical ResearchLVI11(230), 1979, p.79

3 Spiers, “The British Cavalry” idSAHR LVII(230) 1979, p.79

* Ellis, John,The Social History of the Machine Guhondon, Pimlico, 1993), pp.54-55

® Badsey, StepheMoctrine and Reform in the British Cavalt$80-1918 (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2008) p.229;
Stephen Badsey, “The Boer War (1899-1902) anddBriavalry Doctrine: A Re-evaluation” Journal of
Military History, 71(1), 2007 p.76; Gervase Phillips, “The Obsaese of theArme Blanchand
Technological Determinism in British Military Higtg’ in War and Society9(1), 2002, p.39-41; Gervase
Phillips, “Scapegoat Arm: Twentieth Century CavairyAnglophonic Historiography” idournal of Military
History 71(1), 2007, p.38.

® Badsey, “The Boer War and British Cavalry” JkIH, 71(1), 2007, p.76
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This chapter will discuss the development of thgular army’s mounted forces, tracing how the
experiences of the Boer War produced a long runtantical debate that saw cavalry tactics develop
considerably from the force that had struggled dpecwith the Boers on the veldt. Although the
focus will be on experiences and reform of the lageavalry, British mounted forces in South Africa
were made up of a variety of different types ofdeonen including Yeomanry, colonial formations
and local volunteers. It is difficult to disentdaghese jumbled units. Passing reference wilhbee

to the non-regular forces, although the focus vethain firmly fixed upon the regular cavalry and
Mounted Infantry. The chapter will be structuredumd three important developments that came to
prominence during the Boer War. The key part & thapter will centre on the long running
firepower versus shock debate that dominated dismusof virtually all aspects of cavalry reform
until the outbreak of the First World War. The ptea will also examine the rise and fall of the
popularity of Mounted Infantry as a distinct armtie 1899-1914 period. Finally, the chapter will
examine the importance and value of cavalry reassaace and its associated skill of horsemastery.
Utilising these divisions, this chapter will demtiage that the British cavalry underwent a difficul
and controversial process of reform in the 189®*41period. At the end, while some weaknesses
remained, the cavalry was able to acquit itselfi wetombat during 1914 using both firepower and

cold steel.

The Firepower versus Cold Steel Debate

On the eve of the Boer War the cavalry of the BhitArmy drew inspiration from a variety of
different conflicts, including the American Civil &/, the Franco-Prussian War and the experience
gained in various small scale colonial operatiov#hile views from the continent emphasised the use
of the shock charge, dismounted firepower had mrowseful in colonial actions, particularly in
Afghanistan and on the North West Frontier, andldc& of formal doctrine in the British Army of
the time meant that individual officers had consiide leeway to train their men in the use of the
rifle if they saw fit. Indeed, the employment asmounted firepower was becoming fashionable
amongst cavalry officers in the 1890sNevertheless, this freedom also meant that zeny
colonels could choose to reject the ideas entisghjle official textbooks placed firm emphasis upon
the use of the mounted shock charge with dismouwt# being seen as strictly subsididntord
Wolseley was a particular critic of fighting on fp@rguing in 1891 that “The cavalry soldier is

intended to fight on horseback. If you intend taker him fight on foot, well, you will make him into

" BadseyDoctrine and Refornp.77
8 Spiers, EdwardTheLate Victorian Army 1868-1902Manchester, Manchester University Press, 199260;
Grierson, J.MScarlet into Khaki(London, Greenhill, 1988).146.
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a very bad mongrel... | think it would be prostitat of the finest part of our Service if for a mamhe

you convert cavalry into men fighting on foot..”

However, while a variety of ideas were in voguehae British cavalry prior to the war, the nature of
combat in South Africa forced the arm in unexpedgtdical directions. The Boers were peculiar
opponents for the regular cavalry to face. Theramdos were an entirely mounted force but had
little tradition of shock charges. Instead, therghers typically engaged dismounted, taking
advantage of the ability to deploy rapidly to sefgmd positions and then make the most of their
rifles. Just as the Boers worked to avoid hanlaod struggles against British infantry, they also
attempted to avoid mounted clashes with chargiritisBrcavalry. Using small, native ponies as their
primary mount, the Boer forces were faster and gass=d greater endurance than the British cavalry,
who were mounted on much larger animals that wéenander fed and poorly acclimatised. The
result was that with a few important exceptions, British cavalry were rarely able to catch the iBoe
to deliver an effective cold steel charge, and weften forced to make much greater use of

dismounted fire themselves.

The choice of tactical role to be adopted was caatdd by the existence of several notable
successes achieved in a traditional mounted wtezlandslaagte, two squadrons of cavalry had been
able to launch a successful charge against dismiideztreating Boers, inflicting heavy casualtied a
creating a profound impression amongst participantboth sides. Douglas Haig recorded in a letter
to his sister that “They [the Boers] are wild a tlway the fugitives were killed with the lance! Vhe
say it is butchery not war® A Boer who managed to escape the charge recafted the war;
“Revolvers were being promiscuously fired at usauld see their long assegais; | could hear the
snorting of their unwieldy horses, the clatteririgteeir swords. These unpleasant combinations were
enough to strike terror into the heart of any aadjrman.™ Haig subsequently attributed the shock
and fear created amongst the Boers as a key fictdiowing the bloodied British forces at Dundee
to retreat unmolested despite their vulnerable itiomd® The success of the charge also left a
profound and lasting impression upon John Frently, subsequently recorded the date of the battle

in his diary for the rest of his life, the only ict to which he afforded such an honétr.

° Quoted in Brigadier-General E.C. Bethune, “Use€av¥alry and Mounted Infantry in Modern Warfaref, i
Journal of the Royal United Services Instiftg8(1), 1906, p.628

10 5cott, Douglas (edouglas Haig: The Preparatory Prologue 1861 — 19Mdaries and Letters(Barnsley,
Pen & Sword Military, 2006), p.132

1 viljoen, Ben,My Reminiscences of the Anglo-Boer Wapndon, Douglas & Howard, 1903), p.34. Assegai
was a common name for the spears used by varidive miabes throughout Africa, and here refershe lances
of the British.

2 Douglas Douglas Haig: The Preparatory Prologup.131

13 Holmes, RichardThe Little Field Marshall: A Life of Sir John Frem¢London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
2004), pp.14, 67
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Perhaps an even more important cavalry charge aviaké place some months later off E&bruary

at Klip Drift. Whereas the charge at Elandsladgté involved just two squadrons of cavalry, at Klip
Drift the entire British cavalry division was contteid to rapidly break through the Boer lines and
raise the siege of Kimberley. Around 900 Boeradhmile front with some artillery support opposed
the advance, but despite having the British horsemneder a crossfire for a significant time,
casualties were negligible and the cavalry broketth, relieving Kimberley as a restfit. The
advance was hailed as tremendous success by pantisi including French, Haig, Allenby and
Rimington, but it was peculiar in the sense thatas not a ‘shock’ charge in the style of Elandsiea
as the objective was a breakthrough rather thaineatctollision with an enemy formatidn. This
factor made the charge somewhat unique and woolee@ source of controversy, but at the time the
ability for a mass of horsemen to successfully adesacross open ground in the face of infantry fire
was seen as highly significalit. Two days later, the cavalry division achievedtar success by
outmanoeuvring the Boers who were retreating frambérley. French’s cavalry were able to place
themselves on the Boer line of retreat at Koodowkrholding the position using dismounted tactics
and resisting attempts to dislodge thEmWith British infantry pursuing the Boers and daya
blocking their line of retreat, Boer leader PiebQe made the fateful decision to dig in, ultimgatel
leading to the Battle of Paardeberg and the evestmgender of virtually his entire for¢®.However,
cavalry actions such as Elandslaagte and Klip Drifte relatively rare, and the majority of the work

undertaken by the arm in the Boer War involvedtfiglhdismounted.

Two related issues in South Africa made this typdighting particularly demanding. Firstly, as
discussed in earlier chapters, the crystal cleaogphere of the veldt meant that targets could be
spotted and engaged at incredibly long rangeswalp the Boers to snipe at British troops from
exceptional distances. Secondly, the Boers wemgedrwith infantry rifles as compared to the
carbines of the cavalry. The carbine was a smadlpen that was easy to carry on a horse, but it was
not designed for long range shooting and was tlunsiderably outranged by the Boer Mausers.
Forced to engage at such unusual ranges in disew@aations, the inadequacies of the weapon were
soon exposed and a chorus of criticism followech officer of the 18 Hussars complained “The
carbine is useless as opposed to the modern paifiernbeing completely outranged... On many
occasions during the present campaign, the menrungeommand have had to submit to a heavy

9

rifle fire at ranges 2,500 — 3,000 yards, beingequinable to reply with the carbine'?.” Charles

4 BadseyDoctrine and Refornpp.103-104

> Amery, Leo (ed.JFhe Times History of the War in South Afrilagndon, Sampson Low, Marston and
Company, 1905), Volume 3, pp.393 — 395 (heredferes History

18 |bid, pp.394-395;

' Anglesey, Marquess of, History of the British Cavalry 1816 — 1919, Vokiii: 1899 — 1913(London, Leo
Cooper, 1986)pp.140-142

18 |bid, p.142

9 TNA WO 108/272 Extracts from Reports of Officersf@manding Units in South Africa 1899 — 1901: Rifles
Carbines and Bayonets. ‘Carbine General ServidgabilResponse #191
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Warren noted similar problems, complaining thahaligh the carbine was accurate up to around
1,200 yards, “...beyond that it rapidly tails affid consequently the cavalry when armed with iewer
at a great disadvantage when meeting Boers. TeesBwad only to keep at 2,000 yards from our
cavalry in the hills, and they could shoot them dowith impunity or surround them... they [the
cavalry] were practically useless in hilly countand could not do the duties of cavalry or mounted
infantry.”20 A handful of officers came to the defence of thebine, but in the face of bitter combat

experience, such views were in a distinct mindfity.

With the carbine proving inadequate in combat adhlry being outranged in dismounted fire fights,
it became necessary to seek a replacement weagde from keeping the carbine, the only option
was to equip the cavalry with infantry rifles, whipossessed the range and accuracy to compete with
the Boer Mausers. However, the advantage of thieirealay in its small size, allowing it to be
carried without undue encumbrance, and while tfie gave cavalry greater strength in dismounted
combat, its large size was a problem for alreadyrlmwdened horses and it proved awkward to carry
in addition to swords and lances. As the war mawéal the guerrilla stage, the need for the cavalry
to possess high levels of endurance and mobiligaime even greater, and the extra weight of
equipment posed serious questions about the ralleeomounted arm in South Africa. The Earl of
Scarborough noted that the cavalry during thisgokfti..were working all day long to find the enemy,
and acting practically as Mounted Infantry, attagkpositions, and when the enemy did retire their
horses were completely done up, so that they wetralsie to deliver any effective pursuit or to ever
take them.® With dismounted action the main employment foradegy, even cavalry officers such as
Douglas Haig had cause to doubt the value ofathee blanchgHaig writing soon after the war had

begun “It is a question whether the Dragoon-laiseot a mistake! His lance hampers hith.”

In early 1900 Lord Roberts had toyed with the idéaemoving steel weapons from the cavalry to
improve their mobility and reduce encumbrance whghting dismounted. However, the reaction
from officers to the proposal was largely negatwel Roberts did not formally introduce the policy,
instead leaving the decision to local commandendevertheless, the germ of the idea remained, and
returned to prominence following the fall of the d8ccapitals. In the small scale skirmishes and
ambush actions that were typical of the early pérthe guerrilla phase of the war, being able to
dismount rapidly and take up effective positionsswaucial to tactical succe$s. Conversely, the

cavalry had few opportunities to deliver shock gearagainst small groups of scattered Boers in this

20 Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q15850, p.233

L Defenders of the weapon included Redvers BulldrMrF. Rimington. See TNA WO 108/272, ‘Carbine
Accuracy’ — Response #1 aBthin Commissionyol.2, Q12687, p.29 respectively.

22 Elgin Commissionyol.1, Q7308, p.311

% Quoted in Cooper, Duffiaig, (London, Faber and Faber, 1935), Volume 1, p.379.

2 TNA WO 105/29 ‘Opinions as to the arming of thealay with the long rifle’

% Captain J. Vaughan, “Cavalry Notes: South Afrié®4 -1900” inJournal of the Royal United Services
Institute45(1) 1901, p.452
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stage of the war, and in combination with demamdseter greater mobility to catch rapidly moving
commandos, the balance between the value of riffecald steel seemed to tip in favour of firepower.
This culminated in October 1900, when lances andrdsvwere officially withdrawn from regular
cavalry regiment$® An order from Kitchener's headquarters added ‘thie rifle will henceforth be
considered the cavalry soldier’'s principal weapantijle Lord Methuen echoed similar sentiments on
cavalry armament when he argued “In this campaighduld say any weapons but a rifle is an
incumberance.[sic]*’ The policy stirred up considerable controversg ams strongly opposed by
cavalrymen such as John French, who sought and/egcpermission to ignore the order for troops
under his command. Column commanders were also given a certain éegfdlexibility on the
armament of their cavalry, which allowed some utdtsetain edged weapons longer than others. For
example, the 8 Lancers were still carrying their lances as lateJane 1901, until their column
commander Horace Smith-Dorrien informed them theyla either keep the lance and remain in

camp, or abandon the weapon and stay in attion.

Opponents of the decision such as French and Hgiged that removing therme blancheseriously
diminished ‘cavalry spirit’, suggesting purely eéflarmed horsemen lacked morale and fought in a
timid manner. In May 1901 Haig bemoaned such &tuaé, noting after a small action involving
mounted forces that “Many men do not care to bé ah@nd instead of pushing on, were satisfied at
shooting off their rifles at 2,000 yards. Thistsafrthing will never end the war...”, while Rimitzm

felt that it caused the fighting to devolve into.fite at long distances and infinitely wearisome

tactics...*°

A further criticism of the policy was that the sgimce of close combat weapons
encouraged the Boers to approach to close rangegdattacks against the British, either dismounting
and making use of snap shooting to overwhelm tleengror even launching mounted charges, firing
from the saddl& These methods were a striking change from thiesaemployed in the early stage

of the war, and could prove highly effective in tight circumstances. At Blood River Port,"17

September 1901, an advance guard of around 250 tebumnfantry was lured into a hasty attack on
dismounted Boers, only to find themselves pinnedifig fire to the front and charged from the right
flank by mounted commandos, who killed or captutezlentire force including commanding officer

Hubert Gough? Similar results were achieved by the Boers atébmacht, 4 January 1902, when a

% Anglesey History of the British CavalryVol.4, p.236
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% Douglas,Douglas Haig: The Preparatory Prologyel189; Rimington, M.F.Qur Cavalry, (London,
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double envelopment was made by mounted commandesdismounted Boers had acted as Hait.
The skill of these Boer attacks often left Britisservers impressed. An assault on a supply convoy
in Western Transvaal in October 1901 saw three camaims launch a combined charge, each forming
up two or three lines deep and charging “like amegt of European cavalry straight for the cenfre o
the convoy.?* Perhaps the greatest success achieved by a Ssmiliacame at Tweebosch March
1902, when a commando attacked and overwhelmedtianBeolumn, wounding and capturing Lord
Methuen in the process. Methuen himself descriteed Boer rush as “a magnificent charde”.
Although Boer charges could end in failure, suchaafRooiwal 11 April 1902 where the British
stood firm and shot the Boers down as they advartbedexperiences left a profound impression
upon the army. Explaining the reasons for the esgof such tactics and what they suggested for the

future remained a contentious issue for much op#reod.

After the conflict had finally come to an end, amher of officers cited the absence of edged weapons
as encouraging the Boers to make such bold chdtgegile British cavalry remained armed with

cold steel, it was suggested that the Boers woatdapproach for fear of being counter charged, but
once the weapons had been removed, the confiddribe @oers markedly increased. John French
“...was perfectly certain that on several occasibmge had stuck to our swords and lances, our men

would not have been ridden down by the Boers wiiirtrifles.”’

Although referring to his
experiences in the Yeomanry, one officer summedthepeffect the removal of the lance apparently
had upon Boer tactics when he noted “...directgytfound that we had not a lance, which they hold
in mortal dread... then they said: ‘Hello, here thiese fellows, we can go at them’, and they came a
us, and used to kick us from one end of the countiyie other*® However, not all officers felt that
the removal of tharme blanchewvas to blame for encouraging Boer attacks. Finggpoadvocates
such as lan Hamilton argued that the veteran statise surviving commandos made them more
inclined towards bold tactics, while the poor slhmgtof irregular mounted formations such as the
second contingent of Yeomanry meant the Boers kihewy could charge across the fire swept zone
with relatively minor losse$. Nevertheless, even some outside the cavalry branadered whether
the complete removal of steel weapons had not atéip been a step too far. For example, in early
1900 Sir Howard Vincent had confidently predictedtlfe day of the sword is dorsave as an

emblem. It is doubtful if a sword in this campalwgs ever inflicted a wound upon anyone save upon

33 Anglesey History of the British CavalryVol.4, p.266
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the hips and legs of the wearer, or the flanks bbese.*® However, by 1902 he had reversed his
position and was expressing concern that the amdygone too far in turning cavalry into mounted
infantry, citing the successful charge at Elandgiaas “one of the few real lessons we have been

able to drive home in blood to the enerfiy.”

For the cavalry, the experiences of the Boer Wat lewen confusing and the lessons far from self
evident. Whereas the infantry could look towargrioved marksmanship and extended formations
as crucial lessons, the direction to take for fitcavalry reform was less clear.  The key taktica
guestion that required resolution was whether éivegr or shock action was to be the primary mode
of engagement for cavalry. Dismounted action heshlthe principal tactic employed for much of the
war and cold steel had achieved relatively littlet the policy to remove edged weapons entirely had
been distinctly unpopular and had arguably contetdito a number of small scale British defeats.
Furthermore, the success of the charges at Elaglsland during the Klip Drift operation showed
the potential of more traditional cavalry methodsjle the ability of the Boers to charge acroses fir
swept zones suggested that modern rifles were sotlezisive at stopping mounted troops as
firepower advocates such as Hamilton argued. Ruloaym these views and solving the problem of
future cavalry tactics was to produce a stormy teeb@at was to impede effective reform for several
years. The heart of the debate was between thieséavoured dismounted firepower as the principal
tactic, championed by Lord Roberts, and those wiefepred shock action, headed by John French.
Although there were extreme views on the fringebath camps, at its heart the debate was relatively
narrow?? Both schools of thought emphasised flexibilityroéthod and essentially advocated the

creation of a hybrid soldier who could fight effigety both mounted and on foot.

Roberts and his core supporters wished to seergaedibrm based on the dismounted experiences of
South Africa, but had no wish to abolish shock actentirely. Speaking before the Elgin
Commission, Roberts summed up his views as “.aafih it is very desirable that cavalry should be
expert with their swords and trained for shockitactmy belief is that in future wars shock tactics
will be few and far between, and that cavalry \nélve to fight far more frequently on foot>.”lan
Hamilton expressed stronger opinions, feeling thatsword and lance were “medieval toys” on a
modern battlefield and that dismounted cavalry wjiblod rifles would have a distinct advantage over

troops looking to force a mounted actfn.Such opinions drew the ire of cavalrymen, Hamilto

“0' Colonel Sir Howard Vincent, “Lessons of the Wagrsdnal Observations and Impressions of the Fanes
Military Establishments Now In South Africa” fournal of the Royal United Services Institd#1) 1900,
p.634 (Emphasis in original)

*1 Colonel Sir Howard Vincent, “The Situation in Sbufrica: Further Personal Observations and Imgoess
in Journal of the Royal United Services Institdt{1) 1902, p.182

“2 BadseyDoctrine and Refornp.151

3 Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q13247, p.66. See also Roberts’s respans®i.1, Q10409, p.439 for similar
views.

4 Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q13941, p.109
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noting on his personal copy of the commission’oreghat “This infuriated Haig and French beyond
measure”, while future Chief of Imperial Generahf6William Nicholson reportedly annotated his
own copy with “This man has a tile loos&!” Nevertheless, Hamilton followed Roberts’s linalan
expressed his support for the retention of the dyalbeit as a secondary weapon to the #ifl@he
viewpoint offered by Roberts attracted support franvariety of sources. For example, Austro-
Hungarian Field Marshal Gustavus Retzenhoffer wasessed by British cavalry’s dismounted work
in South Africa, feeling it distinguished itself ihe role and calling for a thorough study of tle¢adls

to assist in future training in Austro-Hungdfy.Even some cavalrymen supported Roberts’s ideas,
including successful Boer War commander Lord Dumdidnwvho felt the ideal cavalryman should be
a first class rifle shot above all other considerat’® Dundonald went on to embody his views in the
Canadian edition ofavalry Training 1904arguing that cavalry who could “coolly dismoum”the
face of a mounted charge could kill as many mefivan minutes with their fire as could be killed in
five hours by cold steéf. There were a few individuals at the peripheryhef debate who called for
the abolition of thearme blancheentirely, including Winston Churchill who urgedetltavalry to
abandon “the sharp sticks and long irons” whichenf@ronly for savage and medieval wars, but such
views were in a minority® Instead, the views offered by Roberts and higstiprs were relatively
moderate and represented a change of tactical esgptawvards dismounted work rather than a

complete revolution.

Those who opposed the firepower school were priynked by cavalrymen John French and Douglas
Haig, and were termed the “Old School” by Lord Rt&® Although their continued belief in the
viability of shock action has been used as a me&asticise them as reactionary by historians such
as Gerard De Groot and Tim Travers, in realityrtkiEwpoint was not as divergent from Roberts and
his supporters as it initially appear&d.Early in the Boer War, Haig had been impresseith wie
ability of the Boers to move rapidly to a flank,fime dismounting and pouring enfilade fire into
advancing infantry, suggesting that it could betateid by British cavalry? By the end of the
conflict, while remaining critical of the withdrawaf steel weapons in South Africa, Haig argued tha
“The ideal cavalry is that which can fight on famtd attack on horseback”, although he felt the

morale advantages and potential for decisive ssaresmnt that shock action should take precedence

> Lee, JohnA Soldier’s Life: General Sir lan Hamilton 1853 9417 (London, Pan, 2001) p.75

“® Elgin Commissionyol.2, Q13941, p.109

“" Field Marshal Gustavus Retzenhoffer, (trans. Idl. €. Gunter), “A Retrospect of the War in Southica”
in Journal of the Royal United Services Institutidd(1) 1901, p.42

*8 Major General C.E. Webber, “Army Reform Based oms 19' Century Lessons in Warfare” ifournal of
the Royal United Services Institutiofb(1) 1901, p.389
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in most circumstance$. French offered similar views, arguing that “...stone should be left
unturned to make cavalry soldiers the best possbtis and thoroughly adept in all dismounted
duties”, but cautioned that such tactics had a éimgta place, and that over-reliance upon themdvoul
fatally erode cavalry morale and make them vulrner&d more aggressive enemy horsertierfhe
‘Old School’ pointed towards Elandslaagte and Khpift as examples of traditional cavalry
employment, arguing that the failure to carry owrensuccessful charges was primarily due to the
poor condition of the horses rather than any inftetactical weaknessés. Despite the limitations
imposed by exhausted mounts, French argued thatatredry had been able to drive off Boers on a
number of occasions by boldly advancing againsmtheven if a physical charge was out of the
question and the men had only been able to getdpeed up by flogging their horses with the flat o
the sword” While the ‘Old School’ had common ground with Rdis and his supporters in
acknowledging the value of the firearm, French hisdellow cavalry officers argued strongly for the

principal focus to remain upon usage of #hme blanche®

However, the initially subtle difference in emplsasecame a sore point that gradually forced the two
camps further apart. While these competing theatruggled for prominence throughout the period,
it was initially Roberts and his ‘New School’ thiaeld the advantage. Roberts was in place as
Commander in Chief of the British Army and had fnestige earned in South Africa to give weight
to his policies. Emphasising his belief in theuwelof dismounted firepower, Roberts had been
considering the complete removal of the lance asrabat weapon in 1901, and made the policy
official in March 1903, retaining it only for ceremial duties and potentially for use against tribal
foes® Roberts acknowledged that the weapon had sonitvpaattributes, including inducing terror

in the enemy when used in pursuit such as at Hlaagie, but argued that unless the foe was in an
unprecedented state of disorder any pursuing cavaluld be better served by cutting off the retreat
with dismounted action as at Koodoosrahdlhe lance was also held to offer some advantamgas
charge against enemy cavalry, where it could pitiynbring down the entire front rank on impact,
but this was a theoretical aim that had never taiieved in actual warfafé. Conversely, Roberts

argued that the lance was an easily spotted eneumodwhen scouting and crucially was a positive
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* TNA WO 163-10 ‘Report to the Army Council on thelR of the Cavalry by the Commander of tfieAtmy
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hindrance when fighting in a dismounted acfibnwith opportunities for shock action likely to be
limited in the future, Roberts saw no value inirgtay the awkward weapon, relying instead upon the

sword should a charge become necessary.

Roberts also made clear that future cavalry tactiost depend on the rifle as their principal arm in
Cavalry Training1904, the first cavalry manual to be issued folluyvthe Boer War. The volume
was relatively moderate in tone, approving of tise of both dismounted fire and shock charges.
However, Lord Roberts was unsatisfied with the nadas it stood, and took the unprecedented step
of adding a preface expressing his own belief mtifle and highlighting its importance in future
tactics. Explaining what the improvements in rifechnology entailed for the cavalry, Roberts

argued:

...the sword must henceforth be an adjunct toiffee and that cavalry soldiers must become
expert rifle shots and be constantly trained todisihounted... | should consider that a leader
who failed to take advantage of an opportunitydmploying shock tactics when required to
close with the enemy was unfit for his position.utB cannot agree with those military
experts who hold that, in future wars, cavalry shtactics will form as prominent a feature
as heretofore. | think the improvement in fireamwit give the victory to the side which can

first dismount on ground less favourable to a chdngn an open plairf>.

The removal of the lance and insertion of the metaCavalry Training1904 marked the high water
mark of Roberts’s influence and created a storeoofroversy amongst the cavalry. The existence of
the preface was highly irregular, with no othemiirsg manual possessing such an introduction. This
anomaly caused the Army Council to have seriouginiigys about its publication, only issuing it
with the note that the manual was ‘ProvisiofiaMany cavalrymen felt that the preface was a tirec
attack upon their arm, and the Inspector Generkbodes noted that cavalry officers of all ranksave
solidly united against the inclusion of the prefarel wished to see it withdraWwh. While Roberts
rejected such critics as reactionary ‘Old Schodficers, they represented a broader consensus
including genuine cavalry reforme¥s.Ironically, the creation of the controversial faee was to be
one of the final acts of Lord Roberts in an offi@apacity. Soon after its issue, the recommeandati

of the Esher Committee unceremoniously swept thatipn of Commander in Chief away to be
replaced with a General Staff headed by Nevillegdlign. Removed from his position of authority,
Lord Roberts’s influence on the debate declinedsicmmably, although for the rest of his life he

remained vociferous on the need for the cavalryinbprove its capacity to fight dismounted.
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However, his role in discussions of cavalry tactiess now marginal, and the controversial preface
was dropped from a reprint @avalry Training1904 issued in January 1905. The removal of the

preface also meant that the Army Council droppedPovisional’ tag from the reprinted manual.

Although the Roberts era was relatively short, iitBuence on the cavalry reform debate was
considerable. As Stephen Badsey has argued, obwsiiEcism from the press and the ‘New School’
thinkers directed against regular army cavalry badsed considerable demoralisation in the %rm.
Declining morale amongst the cavalry was a mattefficial concern, especially as it resulted in a
large number of resignations and a consequentagfedf officer$® An Army Council discussion in
1905 on the lack of cavalry officers noted unhappiiiat “There is a general agreement that the press
and public opinion have disheartened cavalry offidey attacking and abusing thenf®.”In April
1905, the Inspector General of Cavalry called far treation of a journal for the cavalry branch,
feeling that there was “...special necessity foatipresent owing to the feeling of discouragement
which...exists at present amongst our cavalry efic’® Even members of the ‘New School’ such as
lan Hamilton expressed concerns over the demotiagiisdhat had been produced amongst the
mounted troops, noting that cavalry in Southern @amd in 1906 were showing a tendency to be
overly cautious and reluctant to engage unlesofportunities were ideal. Hamilton called for a
renewal of offensive cavalry spirit, and made thggestion that over emphasis in training on the
casualties that would be suffered at the hand#leffire may have been the root cad$eAlthough
tactical training at brigade level and below denti@tsd considerable improvement over the period,
the ongoing debate between Roberts and the ‘Oled&chad the effect of creating doubt about
overall cavalry doctrin€ In 1905 the Duke of Connaught praised the pradastism and keenness
of cavalry officers in both mounted and dismountexk, but cautioned that an overall direction for
training needed to be agreed upon, writing “We hgeteto learn the precise role of Cavalry under

recent changes, and to what end to shape ourrggirii®

The departure of Lord Roberts coincided with thtboeak of the Russo-Japanese War in the Far East,
and an opportunity to draw fresh examples to fbhel tavalry debate. As with the infantry and
artillery, the cavalry of the British Army took @&&n interest in this clash between two modern force
organised on European lines. However, in termsmadfinted troops, the two opposing armies were

somewhat unique. The Japanese had poor horseirigestdck and thus deployed relatively few

7 Ibid, pp.188-189
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horsemen into the field, but followed a German iiresp tactical model emphasising shock action.
Conversely, the Russians had a very large numb€&osbacks armed with carbines and trained in
dismounted work, but possessed only a handful giflee army cavalry units that arrived late in the
war. On paper therefore, the conflict seemed twigde a potential guide between the relative values
of dismounted work against shock action. Howeivereality a variety of factors meant that drawing
useful cavalry lessons proved harder than anteghatThe widespread use of entrenchments and
obstacles combined with difficult and often mountais terrain to curtail the activities of the
mounted arm. Despite their enormous numerical rfuity, the Cossacks performed poorly and
were universally condemned by critiés. One British observer summed them up as “prett§f we
useless for war purposes” and thought the cavdlgng European country were superior to them
both mounted and dismount&d.Although ostensibly trained in dismounted worktics pointed to

the fact that Cossack marksmanship was abysmasexnilsly limited their ability to fight on fodt.
Although echoing the criticism of the Cossacksja@eRritish observer lan Hamilton felt that the war
in Manchuria had been full of opportunities foregffive dismounted work but complained that they
were rarely takef. Conversely, those who favoured shock tactics ddokipon the dismal
performance of the Cossacks as proof that an auphasis on dismounted firepower detracted from
cavalry spirit and left the soldiers “emasculat&d While the Japanese cavalry had achieved little of
note, their preference for shock action and thetfaay were on the winning side was offered as foroo
of the superiority of their tacticS. However, there were few examples of successfedlpaactions
from which to draw future lessons. Indeed, thg tlapanese cavalry force was so peripheral to the
main struggle that at the Battle of Liao-Ying inpBamber 1904, Japanese cavalrymen were assigned
to carry and cook rations for the infantfyOverall, the Russo-Japanese War offered litdsHrto the
existing debates within the British cavalry and gano clear direction for future reform. Lacking
useful combat examples, participants in the debeteed to use the experience to confirm pre-
existing views. For example, lan Hamilton confelsse feeling a “malicious satisfaction” that

cavalry had achieved little success in shock actiealing it helped prove the correctness of his

" For criticism of Russian cavalry, see the militatiaché reports contained in TNA WO 33/350; W®/181
and WO 33/618
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" Hamilton, lanA Staff Officer's Scrap Book During the Russo-JasanWaxLondon, E. Arnold, 1908)
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earlier deductions from the Boer War, while MichRénington felt the conflict merely proved that

the Russian cavalry had been “...trained and osgarfor twenty years on wrong principle$®..”

Although the Russo-Japanese War offered few hortfuture tactics, the need to decide on a tactical
direction in the cavalry remained. A combinatidractors, including the departure of Lord Roberts,
continuing doubts about the future direction foradey tactics, and the declining morale of the atm
gave added impetus to the ‘Old School’ theoristthsas French and Haig. Both of these men held
greater influence in the absence of Lord Roberts @uld reshape cavalry along their own ideas,
placing renewed emphasis on cold steel. For ex@npench had never approved of the removal of
the lance as a weapon, ignoring the order to disitand turning a blind eye to its continued use a
Aldershot. His continued support for the weapdimately led to the Army Council reinstating the
lance for lancer regiments in 19%9. Perhaps more importantly, cavalry tactics weranged to
reflect the ideas of the ‘Old School’, a@hvalry Training1907 therefore represented a departure
from the 1904 edition, acknowledging dismounted kMout placing much greater emphasis on the
value of shock action and not even listing the waifte’ in the index®® Gerard De Groot has been
critical of this manual and termed the period ag@nof “Cavalry Counter Reformation”, but Stephen
Badsey has argued th@avalry Training1907 was a more subtle work that intentionally placed a
overt emphasis on the charge as a means of regtitindented pride of the mounted &fmAn
infamous passage in the 1907 manual referred toifteebeing unable to match “...the speed of the
horse, the magnetism of the charge and the tefroold steel”, but as Stephen Badsey and Richard
Holmes have noted, taken within the context of tihee this was not a desperate reaction against
modern conditions, but in fact a passage basedamigal combat experience in South Africa and the
desire to restore cavalry confideffeln this latter respec€avalry Training 190%ad some success.
For example, in 1908, lan Hamilton was pleasedi fiis cavalry had recovered much of the vigour
they had lacked two years earlier, noting that thew “took their full share of the fighting® The
exaltation of shock tactics found in the 1907 mé&mas not continued in later editions, lending
weight to the idea suggested by Stephen Badseyitth&presented something of a temporary
expedient to provide direction to a confused anchatalised cavalry arm. By the time Bfeld
Service Regulations 190%e tone was considerably more moderate, withhasip being placed

upon tactical flexibility and the independence gearto cavalry by their rifle armamefit.The trend
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was continued irCavalry Training1912, which saw opportunities for combining bdtk find shock

to good effect, drawing upon the support of rifieschine guns and horse artillery where poséfble.

Indeed, it was not dedication to either shock i, fbut the idea of combining both tactics to aeat
hybrid approach that came to dominate the cavabate in the years prior to the First World War.
Although Cavalry Training 1907%trongly favoured shock as a means of restoringloapride, at a
tactical level there was still great interest i tiise of firepower and dismounted work. Few in
Britain saw opportunities for charges against enenfantry unless the foe was surprised or
disordered, and instead the main target for shttekls was to be enemy horsemen. Shock action
was seen as being of primary importance duringoffening of a European conflict, when there was
an almost universal assumption, both in Britain andhe continent, that the war would begin with a
vast cavalry engagement that would determine whiahe would hold the upper hand in
reconnaissancé’ This specific duty was seen as the most likelpaofunity for shock action.
Charles Repington summed up the attitude in aelarpublished in the first issue of ti@avalry
Journal when he wrote “Shock tactics in these days refeh¢ shock of cavalry against cavalf¥.”
For the job of destroying enemy cavalry, firepowexs regarded as being too slow and potentially
unreliable. Although in 1904 Lord Dundonald hadt f®@ismounted troopers could kill far more
enemy cavalry with the rifle than the sword, by 2%x-Mounted Infantry officer Henry DeLisle
argued that such tactics would lead to indecistmag | distance shooting and a mutual standoff,
preventing effective reconnaissaritelndeed, it was felt by some that the cavalry habieved a
tactical advantage if it could somehow compel tmeney to dismount through either fire or
manoeuvre, thus depriving it of its mobil. Furthermore, electing to dismount against aggress
mounted cavalry carried with it a risk of being gptvaway by an enemy charge before it could be
stopped. The Boer War was cited as a potentiahpbea of this situation, particularly the fact that
untrained burghers on small ponies had been abdeoss fire swept zones and deliver surprisingly
effective charges, with one officer noting that esiences in South Africa suggested that even his be
marksmen were often intimidated by the sight oBaamy charging towards him, losing accuracy as
a result® Nevertheless, although shock action against aveds favoured, emphasis remained on

flexibility, particularly making the best use ofettground and immediate tactical situation. For
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example, following an inspection of the Cavalry Bign in 1909, Douglas Haig complained that not

enough attention was paid to the use of the graudétermining cavalry tactics, writing;

The principles which should determine the choicevben mounted and dismounted action
require to be more thoroughly considered... squedi@mve been seen to remain mounted in

enclosed country when under fire at close ranga fismounted mef.

The flexible combination of both fire and shock waiso emphasised in engaging enemy infantry.
While the initial priority was considered to begeting enemy mounted troops, once the opposing
horsemen had been defeated or at least drivehwé#s assumed the cavalry would have more tactical
freedom to engage the infantry. Although officeesv the potential for successful charges against
enemy infantry if conditions were favourable, itsn@cognised that such opportunities would be very
rare”® To successfully charge enemy infantry, it wassitered necessary to either achieve local
surprise or for the enemy to be in a state of disoand unable to resist effectively. Some officer
thought that modern war made these circumstances tit@ly, with wide battlefronts giving the
cavalry more room for manoeuvre, extended infafdrgnations lacking cohesion and discipline, and
long, intense battles leaving troops exhausted thnd prone to panic at the sight of charging
horsemen, a concept that was endorse@dmalry Training1907%° Nevertheless, training exercises
emphasised that cavalry should avoid reckless,|ltiegdtharges against infantry when dismounted
action could serve them betférThis idea was highlighted Bavalry Training1912,with the focus
resting upon using dismounted fire and shock adgtiazombination to overwhelm enemy formations,
the manual arguing that such tactics “present thatgst chance of succe$$.Armed with machine
guns and horse artillery, and possessing a higtuatd of individual musketry, it was also anticgzit
that British cavalry could hold their own againsiemy infantry formations, even to the point of
concealing their ‘led horses’ and deceiving the ifae thinking he was facing a genuine infantry
formation?® The ‘hybrid’ cavalryman that emerged in the ygaeceding the First World War was a
compromise yet practical solution to the New Schawkus Old School debate that had followed the
Boer War. Dismounted training ensured the cavedmyld fight effectively in difficult terrain, while
retaining shock action meant it would be capablseaiting sudden opportunities to charge such as
occurred at Elandslaagte, as well as maintainiagrbrale and cavalry spirit that had been in declin

during the Roberts era.
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However, the hybrid concept did not draw univesadiniration and was savaged in the notorious
1910 workWar and the Arme BlancHgy Erskine Childers. Childers was a civilian wied served

as a volunteer artilleryman in the Boer War, bt driticisms were given considerable weight by the
fact Lord Roberts provided a supportive prefacehildérs argued that shock action “had been
consigned to complete oblivion in South Africa”, ilghRoberts supported the idea, suggesting the
Klip Drift operation was not a genuine cavalry amggrbut instead “a rapid advance of fighting
men.”® The work called for the abolition of cold steedapons, feeling a true hybrid soldier skilled
in both rifle and sword was an unattainable goad, iastead suggested that purely rifle armed cavalr
would be far more effectiv€’ Childers has drawn praise from Brian Bond who fé$ argument
possessed “devastating logi€®’ However, several of his tactical suggestions veémoubtful value.
For example, Childers still believed cavalry coaldirge, albeit using the rifle instead of the sward
lance. His work argued that rather than chargmg contact with the enemy, the cavalry could rush
forward and then dismount at close range, overwimgrthe foe with firepowet?® While this had
worked for the Boers in South Africa, particulargainst low quality troops such as th& 2
contingent of Yeomanry, there were serious doubtsutiits value in a European conflict against
regular soldiers. British officers were quick toiqt out that closing with the enemy and then fgyin
to dismount invited a crushing counter charge fropposing cavalry using cold steel, as well as
risking heavy casualties from enemy fi?é. While Childers stirred controversy witVar and the
Arme Blancheand a follow up volume entitle@erman Influence Upon British Cavalriy reality his
more moderate tactical views were not as diverfiamb the cavalry’s own as first appeared. An
article from the General Staff in response to thekbargued that in many aspects, “...the differénce
opinion between Mr. Childers and our Training Mdseua by no means so great as he seems to think
it is” and noted that botkVar and the Arme Blanchend British official works placed emphasis on
mobility, firepower and aggression as the keysawatry succes¥” In some ways, existing tactical
thinking was more advanced. The General Staficsi#td Childers for placing too much faith in the
sheer speed of the horseman to cross fireswepszaorf@rmed, arguing that for a successful charge it
was instead imperative that the cavalry had eitieiadvantage of surprise, superior numbers ot loca

fire superiority:®®
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Although Roberts and Childers continued to compthie cavalry had regressed to pre-Boer War
standards, by the later years of the period mu¢heoheat had left the debate as both New Schabl an
Old School became relatively reconciled in favofithe hybrid cavalry tactics discussed earlier. In
1908, firepower advocate lan Hamilton expressetsfaation that cavalry in Southern Command
were demonstrating flexibility in both mounted atidmounted methods, and noted “There is reason,
then, for hope that the heated controversies op#st few years as to the respective merits ofkshoc
and fire tactics are at last cooling down into se@sible conclusion that there may be room on the
battlefield for either or for both'®” Cavalry officers expressed similar views on thefulness of the
hybrid model and the value of a compromise tactsmdlition. John French warned the debate on
cavalry tactics risked producing extreme solutiomsting “One amateur Centaur would dash the
sword and lance entirely out of the cavalryman’schaAnother fanatic (‘Beau Sabeur’) would throw
the horseman’s splendid fire-arm to the wind” anstéad advocated a balanced appro¥chruture
commander of the B.E.F. cavalry division EdmunceAby was blunter with regard to cavalry tactics,
stating “We want to kill. When we are in enclogsiintry we must use the rifle; if we are in open
country we ought to be able to use both the rifid ¢the sword!**® While there was continued
emphasis on the value of shock action, it was naiddrby the need to be highly proficient in
dismounted work. M.F. Rimington argued that theatigvideal should always be shock charges, but
tempered his arguments by noting that fire actionldbe employed nine times out of téhPerhaps
the neatest summary of the attitude towards cavattics following the departure of Lord Roberts
was offered in 1910, when one officer surmised “Hesireto use the sabre or lance should be

predominant, but it must be held in restraint igaough knowledge of the power of the firearitt.”

The successful adoption of hybrid tactics put treatry of the British Army considerably in advance
of mounted forces on the continent. As the largesty of Europe, the German cavalry had been a
model to follow for most of the pre-Boer War peri@hd strong interest in their tactics remained in
the Edwardian era. However, British and Germaralkcgunethods became increasingly divergent as
the years passed by, and although the determinafidghe German cavalry to charge home was
admired, they had little else to teach the horseafi¢he future B.E.F. Drawing upon conscripts with
a limited period of enlistment rather than longvaas volunteers meant that continental forces ldcke
the time to train their men effectively in both méed and dismounted work, and therefore focussed
on shock action to a greater extent than the Britls There was some anxiety, particularly in

Germany, that modern warfare would require morendimted work, but the limitations of training
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meant that little was done to make their cavalryereffective in this regard. Instead, the Germans
preferred to add light infantidaegerbattalions to their cavalry to provide fire powenem necessary,
although there were concerns that trseegerswould not be able to keep up during fast moving
actions'*® The cavalry of France was even weaker when itecamdismounted action, taking little
interest in the subject and maintaining, in the dsoof one British officer, a “...robust and perhaps
fanatical faith in the importance of shock tactitd. Attempts to reform the French mounted arm
achieved little in the pre-war period, despite lest efforts of a few determined officers. In 1908
General de Negrier had lambasted the “dreaminghdfrecavalry in a searing article Revue des
deux Mondedaying out a full translation of the controvetgiaeface fromCavalry Training 1904s

an example to follow:> However, these efforts produced few significaggults and the French
cavalry remained backward compared to the Britisd aven the German forces in terms of
dismounted work. Both French and German cavalryticoed to carry the carbine, weapons that
were as poor in comparison with the British rife the carbine had been to the Mauser in South

Africa.

The acid test of the stormy period of cavalry refarame in the opening months of 1914, when the
vastly outnumbered B.E.F. cavalry division facegtfcavalry divisions drawn from German | and Il
Corps'*® Although the British Z Brigade controversially blundered into a recklasd failed charge

at Audregnies on 24August 1914, the majority of clashes with Germamsamen ended with
distinct tactical successes. The action at CePig) August 1914 represented an almost ideal
combination of fire and shock, with dismounted firem rifles and machine guns forcing German
cavalry to dismount, shelling from horse artill@using their ‘led horses’ to stampede, and finally
cold steel charge by the L2ancers sweeping into the enemy and routing tHémin the critical
battles around Ypres in October 1914, the Britiahiatry dismounted and held a portion of the line
against the attacks of an entire German Army Capdear testament to the quality of their pre-war
training in this regard*® Conversely, German cavalry found their pre-watita were flawed on the
Western Front. Unable to break through opposingleg the cumulative effect of local defeats
eroded the morale of the German horsemen, leati@g treluctant to engage and meaning they did
not place any real pressure upon the British duthrey retreat from MonS? The weakness of
German pre-war training was given expression int&aber 1914, when Eric von Falkenhayn

announced that “The dismounted cavalryman shouldilide to fight exactly as an infantryman;
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cavalry charges no longer play any part in warfaf®. The cavalry of the B.E.F. held clear
advantages in these critical opening battles bdfermch deadlock had stifled mobility, providing a

testament to the effectiveness of their tacticsteaiding.

The performance of the vastly outnumbered Britighadry in the opening months of the First World
War demonstrated that the difficult and controwadrpieriod of reform in the aftermath of the Boer
War had not been in vain. The need for skill wkighting on foot and the use of rifles rather than
carbines in South Africa gave the British cavalrijesad start in future tactics. By 1914 the British
cavalry possessed an extremely high standard désmanship and an ability to fight dismounted that
was considerably in advance of continental armig) the German army only acknowledging the
importance of such roles after a month of fightinghe First World War. Shock charges remained a
feature of British tactics, giving the cavalry thggression and confidence that was in danger ofjbei
lost in 1904, but these methods were seen as lmxiagpart of a hybrid system that emphasised
flexibility dependent on situation and terrain. eTbontention of Edward Spiers that the British
cavalry went to war in 1914 as dedicated to shackds as it had been in 1899 is incorrect. In,fac
the cavalry learned from its experiences in Soufticd, emerging as an effective hybrid force that
was capable of fighting both mounted and dismounten the tactical situation demanded it.
Although the firepower versus steel debate prodsteohg opinions and controversial statements that
sometimes bordered on the polemical, it resultehatical reform that ultimately produced a highly

trained and tactically astute cavalry force thatggened well in the critical opening battles of #91

Mounted Infantry

A curious adjunct to the firepower versus shockatiebwas the existence of the regular Mounted
Infantry** Comprised of infantry temporarily mounted on lesrshis arm showed some of the value
of mobile troops who were able to fight dismounte@ihe British Army was unique amongst the
major powers of Europe in maintaining Mounted Itfgms an adjunct to and sometimes replacement
for the cavalry? The Mounted Infantry owed their origins to therdmds of colonial warfare.
Small British forces stationed in distant cornefrshe Empire often had need of mounted troops but
lacked local cavalry support. In circumstancesdhsas these, Mounted Infantry were a handy, albeit
improvised, solution. Although they were not tednto carry out shock charges, the Mounted
Infantry were valuable in colonial warfare in sangtand screening roles, while their ability tohfig
dismounted as infantry made them useful mobiledirgport for small forces. Furthermore, Mounted
Infantry could provide dismounted support for cayamaking use of their infantry rifles that were

superior to the cavalry carbines of the pre-Boer @a.

120 Quoted in Ibid, p.243
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On paper it seemed as if the war in South Africa wa ideal theatre for the Mounted Infantry to
demonstrate their capabilities. The vast geogragfhtheatre, the mobility of the Boers and the
numerical weakness of British cavalry meant thatg¢hwas a great need for mounted troops, with
Mounted Infantry seeming to represent a perfecit&s. In theory, these troops were a good match
for the Boers, able to deploy rapidly and then disnt and take advantage of their infantry training
and rifles to win the subsequent fire fight. Wetivalry finding limited opportunities for shock ect
and dismounted fighting more common than expedeaahe felt that MI represented the tactics of the
future. In 1900 Howard Vincent commented that whhe days of charging cavalry seemed to be
over, there was still a great need for “...mouniantry, capable of quick movement on horse easy t
mount, and of foot work in the fire zon¥> Lord Roberts was a particular advocate of usirgrv
South Africa. Upon assuming command, Roberts ordered everysBritifantry battalion in or
arriving in South Africa to muster one company afivited Infantry each in order to create eight new

battalions consisting purely of M

Unfortunately, this unprecedented expansion starklealed the improvised nature of Mounted
Infantry. The troops detached to join the MI reeedi rudimentary training in riding, often lasting 3
weeks or less, and were then rushed to the T?Bnl?oorly trained in mounted work and almost
entirely ignorant of horsemanship and care for #remals, the early results were farcical.
Artilleryman and author of the treatiSenall WarsCharles Callwell, remembered seeing Ml in action
during a small scale engagement in Cape ColonyerA&f burst of firing, Callwell withessed a crowd
of riderless horses and men on foot running towhrslguns, and assumed that they had been driven
back by a Boer attack with heavy casualties. Ugtopping one of the soldiers, the man related the

cause of the apparent rout:

Them Boers they gets comin’ nearer tho’ we was shgogrand, and the Captain says
‘Mount boys’ and some as gets up they falls off] anme falls off as they gets up, and my

d horse shoves up ‘is d he#d...

Callwell went on to write of Mounted Infantry, “Thelo not fall off in the drill book, or if they dib
does not say sd* The tactical handling of Ml was made difficultedto such poor horsemanship.
For example, the day after the Klip Drift chargey advancing column of Mounted Infantry
inexplicably came to a halt in the open withingiflange of the Boers, giving the burghers time to
bring up artillery and a pom-pom gun. The firetloése heavier pieces caused a large number of

British horses to bolt, carrying the helpless r&desth them, many of the animals falling off a gtee
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bank and ending up in the Modder Riv&r.As well as being vulnerable in battle, lack opesience
and training made the early Ml appalling horsenrastd@ he attrition of horses in some MI formations
was truly staggering. The'Mounted Infantry was completely re-horsed almosir times over the
course of just 14 months, yet of its total anineaiskes of 1,031, just 50 were killed in action, @/HiD
were killed by lightning?® Brief training had done little to teach the mée tetails of horse care.
M.F. Rimington recalled being asked by one of hiepers whether he should feed his horse beef or
mutton, while William Robertson ruminated that “Mwore unfortunate animal ever lived than the
horse of the mounted infantryman during the easyiqu of the march from the Modder to

Pretoria.**°

Nevertheless, despite their poor start, Mountednitnf remained an important component of British
forces in South Africa, especially in the guerriftage of the war when mobility was crucial.
Experience in the field gradually improved the Mbrh its dismal early condition, and by the latter
stages of the war both horsemastery and tacticsrhpbved:® For example, in March 1902 an
advance guard of Ml pursuing a force under De Lg Rarched 30 miles to reach the area and then
pursued the Boers “at speed” for around 8 milespresiderable improvement from the early actions
of 1900** The improved quality of the Mounted Infantry wiive branch praise at the end of the
war, with Ml commander Edward Hutton feeling “.etBuccessful issue of the South African War
was very largely due to the principles of mountef@mtry being thoroughly recognised and carried

into effect.™*

A number of officers saw a key role for Mountedalntry in the post-war British Army. A relatively
common assumption existed in the years immedidtdlgwing the Boer War that future conflicts
would be dominated by mobility, suggesting the nieedyreater numbers of mounted trodfs.For
example, in a prize winning essay published in 194&jor E.G. Nicolls argued “It does not then
seem unreasonable to assume that war operatiotie ifuture will consist of a series of running
fights, or minor actions, carried on by the mountesbile troops on each side, and will culminate in
one side being driven into a position where thetaither fight a decisive action or surrendér.”
Financial stringency meant that it was unlikelyréhevould be enough cavalry to meet the potential
demands of such a conflict, and instead it was estgg by a number of officers that Mounted

Infantry could provide a substitute on more munddimiges such as screening and scouting, allowing
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cavalry to remain fresh for decisive battlefieldiaz*®* Developing on this idea, some officers felt
the Mounted Infantry could provide dismounted figport for the cavalry, allowing the cavalry to
remain mounted and deliver shock charges when ppertunity arosé®’ A few supporters of MI
went even further, most notably Erskine Childersiowfelt that cavalry should become purely
mounted riflemen inspired by the success of ther@oe South Africa, but such views were on the
fringes of the debaté® Although the debate about its precise usage moedi, in the immediate
aftermath of the Boer War the Mounted Infantry lokaappeared to have a promising future ahead of
it. In 1903, the Elgin Commission recommendedpiavision of “a considerable force of mounted
riflemen” in addition to regular caval®y? An inspection of Mounted Infantry at Aldershotif05
drew praise, with John French considering theirfquerance “far beyond his expectations” and
feeling “The importance of the part they have tayptannot be impressed too strongly upon Mi
officers of all ranks*° Indeed, Edward Spiers has suggested that Mouintiattry held the
potential to be a genuine alternative to cavalryhis period, and has been critical of the failtoe

take full advantage of the ariff.

However, the Mounted Infantry was far from univdélgspopular within the British Army. Its risible
performance in the early part of the Boer War letdrhany observers with a decidedly negative view
of the arm. Opinions presented to the Elgin Comiors were often highly critical of the MI.
Michael Rimington felt that one cavalryman was wwothree mounted infantrymen, while Lord
Methuen lambasted the arm for being poor at redesaace and possessing horsemastery that was
“beneath contempt:** Douglas Haig acknowledged that the MI had impdoweer time, but still felt
that “...few ever became good enough riders tattferfscouting work.*** Furthermore, it had been
noted that on several occasions during Boer Waruritedd Infantry had improvised a mounted
weapon, usually by fixing a bayonet on the endhef tifle to create a makeshift lance, and then
launched charges against Bo¥fs Rimington thought this was a “splendid thing”}t lsther officers
were concerned at the possibility that such exasnpleuld encourage Mounted Infantry to shed its
infantry characteristics and become bad cavalrea®*® There were also serious doubts about the

capacity of Mounted Infantry to survive a battlemgt trained European horsemen. The Boers had
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been able to cause considerable panic and disardengst the MI with rifle and artillery fire, and
there was a fear that if European cavalry was ableharge Mounted Infantry with cold steel, the
result would be a complete slaught®r. Given that many pro-MI officers saw their idealer as
screening and scouting in place of cavalry, dutieg would likely bring them into contact with
enemy horsemen, this was a grave weakness. Tlaaserhade determining a doctrine for the future
employment of the MI difficult. Although they westill useful as an improvised force in colonial

actions, doubts remained over their role and \itgtit a European conflict.

While these were valid criticisms, perhaps the gaproblem facing the Mounted Infantry was
structural rather than tactical. The key probleasuhat Ml had no permanent organisation. Instead,
infantry were detached from their own formationiseg a brief course in riding and MI duties, and
then returned to their parent battalions readyeantprovised as and when required. The perils of
using such a system on a large scale had beernystaviealed in the early stages of the Boer War
where the ad hoc MI had performed very poorly, golbwing the end of the conflict suggestions
were made to establish the arm on a permanent.Basisowever, this policy was rejected on
grounds of cost and also because of the oppogifidvil officers, who preferred to return to their
original infantry formations rather than becomeearand separate brantfi. Edward Spiers has
been critical of this attitude, accusing MI offisesf “meek subservience” to the cavalry rather than
pressing for independence, but as Stephen Badsewrgaed, it seems more likely that these men
simply wished to return to the familiar institut®of their home battaliors® The result was that the
organisation of the MI remained largely unchangeanfthe pre-Boer War structure. Infantry was
taken from a parent battalion, trained for two nhentand then returned to its original formation,
leaving a system satisfied no-one. The infanttyalian lost a company of men and officers, limitin
its own training, while the MI themselves recei\eief and inadequate instructiétt. Relative lack

of interest from Mounted Infantry officers meanatithe arm had no true patrons to argue its case fo

reform on more permanent lines, and so the inadeduganisation continued unchecked.

A combination of unresolved tactical flaws and stmal weaknesses led to the decline of the
Mounted Infantry over the course of the Edwardiariqul. As the cavalry improved its dismounted

skills and took firepower more seriously, the néadd Mounted Infantry to carry out these duties

declined, reducing their principal role. Under th@dane reforms, the Ml was instead given the duty
of screening and reconnaissance for the B.E.Fntinfalivisions, but doubts about the ability of¢he

loosely trained formations to face European cavadmgained. The ad hoc nature of the arm and the
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lack of interest from MI officers who saw their fiag as temporary meant that addressing these
tactical weaknesses proved nearly impossible. &\thie arm still had potential value in colonial
actions, the emergence of Germany as the printlipadt to Britain meant that maintaining the force
became harder to justify, especially as Mountedntrfy cost almost as much as regular cavalry but
was considered tactically inferior. In 1912, te¢urn of cavalry regiments from overseas postings
saw the final end of the MI, with the formation thgidisbanded and regular cavalry being substituted
as divisional troops for the B.E.F. infanify. Edward Spiers has been critical of the failure to
develop the Mounted Infantry into a successor ¢ulae cavalry, but given the unresolved structural
and tactical weaknesses that existed in the arseedins unlikely the idea was ever taken seriously
within the British Army. Instead, successful cayakform based on both firepower and shock action
sounded the effective death knell for the Mounte@rtry. While the MI was barely changed from
its pre-Boer War roots, the cavalry underwent atgrsible reform and emerged as a genuine and
highly effective hybrid force. The MI had been seful source of fire support to the cavalry in the
days of the carbine, but by the eve of the Firstldv@/ar this role was far less important and it was
difficult to justify their expense. Inadequatelyganised for European conflict, hampered by the
tactical weaknesses that had been exposed in $duta and equalled in dismounted work by the
cavalry it was intended to support, there waselitdason to maintain the Mounted Infantry beyond

this point, a fact recognised even by supporteth@frn>?

Reconnaissance and Horsemastery

Although the arguments over the relative meritsfigpower as opposed to trerme blanche
dominated much of the cavalry reform debate, therB@ar had also demonstrated the difficulty and
the critical importance of effective reconnaissannoea modern battlefield. Smokeless powder and
well concealed trenches made the job of reconn@ssaarder than ever before and placed great
demands upon the cavalry, who were already stnuggiith the challenge of developing new combat
methods, and suffering from serious horse attrititmdequate maps and the relative invisibility of
Boer positions made the job even harder, but tlmsexuences of insufficient reconnaissance were
disastrous. On several occasions during the writistB forces failed to discover Boer positionsiunt

it was too late, stumbling into previously conceéafee zones and suffering heavy casualties as a
result. Faulty reconnaissance played a criticla i the triple defeats of ‘Black Week’, partictiia

at Magersfontein and Colenso, where the true logatof the Boer trenches were only revealed when

the burghers opened fire and took the British bypidse. Redvers Buller ruminated over the issue in
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1900, noting “I suppose our officers will somedagrn the value of scoutingut at present our men

always seem to blunder into the very midst of theney.™>*

In addition to the difficult conditions imposed bgnokeless weapons and the absence of useful maps,
effective reconnaissance was hampered by the fatrkining and interest that had been taken in the
duty by the pre-war British cavalry. Although iaw/regarded as a critically important role, theas w

a dangerous assumption that reconnaissance wotlengossible until the enemy cavalry had been
destroyed, causing practical training in scoutiggiast active opposition to become neglectéd.
John French complained in 1895 that just 3 or &dayear were dedicated to reconnaissance work as
compared to 27 days in the French army, while amwamous cavalryman bemoaned in 1899 that
“...the art of patrolling is almost unknown in azavalry.™*® Reconnaissance was not taken seriously
at peace time manoeuvres, where the confined arads true scouting difficult to practice and it was
not uncommon *“...to see cavalry scouts approachmlpge within 500 yards of infantry firing at
them, and often closet?” Training during the pre-war years instead focdsse formation cohesion
and riding ability, failing to nurture the level ofdividual initiative that was needed in hazardous

reconnaissance missions in unfamiliar coufitty.

An additional restriction upon scouting duties wtlas weak condition of cavalry horses throughout
the campaign. Horses initially sent out to SoufnicA were heavy and strong, but such mounts
demanded a great amount of forage that proved isiiplesto supply, and were further limited by the
fact that they travelled from a Northern hemispheirger to a Southern hemisphere summer without
being given time to fully acclimatize. Furthermgttee horse was expected to carry a large amount of
weight, giving greater impact in the charge butvprg a serious problem in the more mobile, long
distance operations that were common in South &friday Stone has suggested that a fully loaded
cavalry horse could be expected to carry as muckO@spounds in weight, including the rider, his
weapons and various other items of 'Rit. These factors posed serious health problemshier t
animals, and such difficulties were compounded hmy poor horsemastery prevalent amongst the
cavalry. Lack of training meant that although Bréish cavalry were considered good riders, they
were not accustomed to long distance riding orreled operations in the field. Instead, rider and

horse generally only spent a few hours per daythageoutside the stables, leading John French to
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admit after the war that; “They [the cavalry] urgteod stable management better than the care of
horses in the field”, while Leo Amery was more baag when he complained that the average British
cavalryman was “...hardly more conscious of thairske than of their boots®  This lack of
experience in horsemastery meant that a numbeadhhbits were prevalent amongst the mounted
forces, such as failing to allow a horse to grabemthe opportunity arose, and remaining mounted
even when at a hdlt: This latter error tired the horse needlessly asked causing a sore back,
making it impossible for the animal to wear a sadahd thus effectively rendering it a casualty.
Michael Rimington, generally considered the bessémaster in the British Army, felt that remaining
mounted unnecessarily was perhaps the greatest ofl®rse losses in the entire Wr.The issue
was addressed in the ‘Notes for Guidance’ issueddsgl Roberts on assuming command in January
1900, urging that men should dismount wheneveriplesand even lead their horses on foot when the
opportunity arosé®® Strenuous efforts were also made to reduce thghwvearried by the animal,

with official memos urging the removal of unnecegddét whenever possibl&?

Not all the problems with the health of the horsese the result of individual negligence. The kng
of supply lines and their vulnerability to Boerdaimeant that providing the vast quantity of forage
required for the horses was a tremendous difficultytially, horse rations were 12 pounds of cats
day, which would be reduced if hay or grazing waailable!®® By the time Lord Roberts took
command in January 1900, the figure had droppetdtpounds of oats a day, but in the midst of
active operations even this figure often proved asgible to provide. For example, during the
advance to relieve Kimberley, the horses of thakguivision went without feed for two days from
17" February to the 19th, and then received just siings of oats per horse for the next four d&yss.
Called upon to undertake strenuous work on such saitions, the horses suffered terrible casualties
rendering the division virtually immobile for want animals by April 1908°” The British made
great efforts to bring replacement animals to Scffica, but the quality of these horses varied
enormously. In April 1900, Douglas Haig was fragtéd to find that “only wretched beasts of
Argentine ponies are arriving and very few of tHéffi. Even when fresh animals were available,
they were given little time to acclimatize and thifficult conditions often rendered them casualties
within a matter of days. Michael Rimington desedhbthe process of bringing new animals to the

front;
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..thirty days’ voyage, followed by a five or sixydarailway journey, then semi-starvation at
the end of a line of communication, then some guickk followed by two or three days’

total starvation, then more work, and so‘9h.

As the British gained greater control over Southigsf the supply situation became more stable and
the horses received more regular rations, andiaeddily officers and men learned how to make
better use of whatever forage was at hdhdHowever, the limitations of supply during campaig
exacerbated the difficulties of keeping horseatriitl healthy in the unfamiliar climate of the vekhd

the rate of horse attrition remained shockinglyhhigroughout the conflict.

The poor condition of mounts in South Africa seslgdimited cavalry tactics. Most obviously, weak
horses were unable to gain sufficient speed toyaaut a shock charge, but the state of the mounts
also had a negative influence upon the abilityemnnoitre effectively. Initially, reconnaissarveas
carried out by detached patrols under the comméandfioers or N.C.Os, who would range ahead of
the rest of the squadrdfi. However, the feeble condition of horses meartt tthese patrols were at
risk of being cut off or overtaken by the Boersgkiag the speed to escape the fast moving
commandos’? This caused the scouts to lose confidence anoueaged timid movement, with the
patrols rarely advancing more than a quarter ofila from the supporting squadrofi. Gradually,
the patrol system was phased out in many reginieriégssour of forming a long line of scouts from an
entire squadron, spacing them out over several redngards and performing a sweep of the
countrysideé™ Although this allowed the scouts to push furtleeward and ensured the Boers could
not ambush individuals, it was not an efficient teys for gathering information, being highly
conspicuous and encouraging the men “...to trusth&r neighbour instead of using their own
eyes."”” While the system was flawed, practice and expegemeant that cavalry reconnaissance
was beginning to show signs of improvement by tterl stages of the war, with scouts ranging

further and being able to report back more useftdrination'’®

Nevertheless, at the end of the
conflict there was an almost universal call for imgments to be made in reconnaissance training

and the related subject of horsemastery under dgmpanditions.’’

Fortunately for the reformers, the issue of rectssaence training was not caught up in the furious

debate between the ‘New School’ and ‘Old Schodlgvang quiet improvements in training and
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organisation to develop. The new emphasis on sapatso marked something of a doctrinal change
for the horsemen. In the aftermath of the Boer \Waveral writers had complained that cavalry had
been ‘reduced’ to scouting and that this marke@m@grsion of the true combat role of the mounted
arm!’® However, by the later years of the Edwardianqueit was seen as a crucial duty and the
cavalry were criticised in strong terms if they werot up to the required standard. Inspired by the
urging of Inspector General of Cavalry Robert BaBewell, picked men were taken from the
squadrons to become trained scouts. Reform aimgdiaing at least 4 scouts per squadron, with a
further 12 scouts at regimental level underneatpexially trained officet’”® This was the first time
the cavalry had possessed an organisation at rataiievel for the purposes of reconnaissance, and
although it took time to develop its full potenti#l marked a distinct advance from the haphazard
organisation that had existed in the pre-Boer Wanya®® Supplementing the scouts was the
institution of a group system, with a section om@n under the command of an NCO becoming a
permanent unit and encouraging “intelligence antiaiive” when on detached and reconnaissance
duties™® Although these changes represented substantmbiraments, there were calls for even
more to be done. Initially, scoutmasters were dhdite be highly enthusiastic but often lacking in
practical knowledge, with one anonymous cavalrymamplaining that they mainly consisted &f 2
Lieutenants who knew “little or nothing® Addressing the problem, minor tactics in the afrt
reconnaissance became part of the Cavalry Schdabsg in 1906, while John French suggested
assigning regimental scouts on a permanent bagtisrrghan training them year by year, feeling
“Scouts should be made much of and given everyoredse privilege®® The process of reform
was not without problems, and in 1910 Edmund Alenbmmented severely upon casual errors in
reconnaissance which “ought by now to be impossitife Nevertheless, reconnaissance training was
beginning to bear fruit by the later years of thisvErdian period, with superior use of the ground an

all round improvements noticeabfé.

Allied to the reform of reconnaissance was a newheasis on improving horsemastery. Drawing
from an ever more urbanized population, the cavedryld not count on prior knowledge of animal
handling, making efficient and realistic trainimghorse handling importatf® Long distance riding
was introduced into the training syllabus, alongsipecific manoeuvre schemes that aimed to

recreate service conditions by putting scouts ithte field for extended periods against active
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opposition. These exercises were progressivaaligitaiming to train individual scouts, but later
progressing to include the movement of friendlyop® that were dependent on the reports received
from the scouting force$! The exercises were not without fault. It wasedotavalry map reading
was poor, with the soldiers often having to askdioections, while in one case the ‘enemy’ that was
the target of the reconnaissance was carrying opteaplanned ceremonial march with bands
playing®® However, these schemes marked a distinct impremein training for combat compared
to pre-war work. Whereas prior to the Boer War caealryman noted that the average cavalry horse
spent 20 hours out of 24 in the stables, the nesvcises lasted several days without interruption,
forcing officers and men to handle supplies andéaare in a more realistic fashiGh. Experience

of horse care in the Boer War encouraged otherlsingborms, such as dismounting and leading the

animals whenever possible and removing excess weigmproved saddles?

The British cavalry made steady and important impnoents in reconnaissance and horsemastery
throughout the Edwardian period, although it wagerofovershadowed by the prominent and
acrimonious fire versus sword debate. For examnipded Roberts was still expressing concern in
August 1914 that cavalrymen never chose to dismonol@ss ordered to do so, even though walking
with the horses had been standard practice forrakyears™ In fact, by 1914 the British cavalry
had emerged as perhaps the best horsemastersopeEurhe value of the experience gained in South
Africa was most clearly revealed in comparison vitlropean cavalries of the era. In the Russo-
Japanese War, the Russian cavalry proved so abysmabuting duties in the early part of the war
that even accurate reports were ignored by the tifrtee Battle of Mukden in Feburary 1905, and
reliance was instead placed on local spiés.In 1914 the superiority of British horsemastemer

that in the French and German armies was considenatih B.E.F. horses remaining fit even in the
midst of active campaigning® Conversely, German horses were overburdened ankkd to the
point of exhaustion, while the bad habit of staymgunted while marching on hard roads caused
huge numbers of horses to become I&theA British liaison officer found the French cawaln an
equally poor state, with many horses suffering fsmre backs caused by the men remaining mounted
at all times, noting that as a result the smelahe squadrons was “painfdf®. Furthermore, when

the anticipated initial clash of massed cavalryisiins failed to occur, the ability of the British
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cavalry to fight dismounted gave them an edge fiba@gainst enemy screening forces. It had long
been expected that the final stages of the recesaate would be carried out dismounted, and the
British cavalry were well prepared for this rof€. Conversely, the German cavalry placed
considerable reliance on thelaegerinfantry for fire support, causing critical delayshile stalled
horsemen waited for the infantry to catch'tipln combination with rapidly rising horse attritiothis
limited the potential of the German cavalry in aaenaissance role to the point where it has been
suggested that it caused Alexander von Kluck, conti@a of German L Army, to operate in a
“partial intelligence vacuum” in the opening montbs the war'® Conversely, British cavalry
reconnaissance had helped identify the loomingathoé the powerful German advance prior to the
Battle of Mons, albeit only to have it rejected ®#Q*° The cavalry also helped screen the retreat
of the B.E.F. after the battles of Mons and Le @at&eeping German cavalry at bay and ensuring a
potentially hazardous withdrawal proceeded witlpgaing smoothness. Following the Battle of the
Marne, British cavalry was able to maintain contaith retreating German forces before the ‘Race to

the Sea’ brought mobile operations on the WestesntRo a virtual halt.

The reform of reconnaissance and horse mastehein®02 — 1914 period was a quiet success story
for the British cavalry. Due to the short periofl mobile warfare in 1914 the value of this
development has sometimes been overlooked in fasfoarfocus upon the shock versus fire debate,
but this is to neglect an important advance drasemfthe painful experiences on the veldt. In the
opening weeks of the First World War, German areh€n cavalry suffered from many of the same
problems that had afflicted the British mounted amouth Africa. Conversely, the British had
learned from their experiences, maintaining healtogses and thus retaining their mobility right up
until trench deadlock set in during late 1914. Veélas prior to the Boer War such mundane duties as
scouting and care of horses had received littentitin, by the time of the First World War they wer
an integral and valuable part of training, givirige tBritish cavalry a critical edge in the mobile

operations of August and September 1914.
Conclusions

The tactical debates and reforms that surroundednibunted arm in the pre-First World War British

Army, and the extent to which they changed thereatdi the cavalry have long been a contentious
and difficult subject. Looking back and surveyihg trench deadlock of the Western Front, it iyyeas

to be overly critical of what Gervase Phillips Hasmed the “scapegoat ard?®. Furthermore, the

role of cavalrymen John French and Douglas Haigammanders of the B.E.F. has drawn much
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comment and criticism, with some historians usimg fiact they were cavalry officers to criticise the
entire ethos of the arm itséf. With the benefit of hindsight it is tempting togae that any reform

of the cavalry was essentially irrelevant in theef@f modern weapons, but as recent scholarship has
pointed out, cavalry did not become extinct in Biest World War, achieving a number of notable

successes, particularly in the Middle E¥st.

The reform of the cavalry was a difficult process ihich fierce passions were aroused, and
polemical positions were sometimes taken, bothNigw School’ and ‘Old School’. However, the
two sides of the debate were ultimately reconciléth the creation of an effective blend of both
mounted action and dismounted firepower, leadinthéocreation of a hybrid cavalryman capable of
performing multiple roles. By the time Gfavalry Training 1912the focus lay on tactical flexibility,
using firepower, movement and shock action in conte overwhelm the enenfy® Emphasis
remained on delivering the charge as the ultimate @ any attack, but officers were almost
unanimous in the view that dismounted action wawdchpromise the vast majority of the cavalry’s
work. Furthermore, as Gervase Phillips has argtiedle is a dangerous perception amongst military
historians that a cavalry charge must inevitablyatiactically crude and anachronistic manoedtte.
However, as demonstrated Bavalry Training 1912 the British cavalry had a flexible and well
considered approach to delivering shock action, hasising surprise and fire support as pre-

requisites for anything other than small scaleoasi®

The vociferous and often public debate between ‘I$efwool’ and ‘Old School’ sometimes disguised
the quiet work of reform that was progressing ansortige cavalry, in terms of training, tactics and
equipment. Drawing upon the hard lessons learne®auth Africa, the cavalry undertook less
glamorous reforms that have sometimes been igniaréavour of the prominent firepower versus
shock debate. The complete overhaul of reconmaissand horsemastery training took time to bear
fruit, but ultimately proved its worth in the opagimonths of the First World War. The German and
French horses suffered terrible attrition withimatter of weeks, often caused by simple and negdles
errors such as remaining mounted at all timesthH®iBritish cavalry had learned from their Boer War
experience and were able to keep their animalsafet] healthy for far longer. Superior skills in
dismounted action and improved training in recosseice also gave the British the edge over the
German horsemen, who were forced to relydaagerformations for fire support. While not every
action ended in automatic victory, the string ofairscale clashes between the British cavalry and
numerical superior German mounted arm clearly detnated the tactical superiority of the B.E.F.

horsemen. Armed with the superb Lee-Enfield el highly trained in marksmanship, the British
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cavalry was indeed a “new element in tactics” axcdbed by Douglas Haig, being far in advance of
French, German and Russian rivals. While the tglili the cavalry to achieve success dismounted
had been demonstrated in the Boer War in actiooh a8 Koodoosrand, training in the pre-First
World War period had built on these foundations anoduced cavalry capable of improvising as
infantry when necessary. For example, at the Badtle of Ypres, British cavalry was capable of

holding portions of trench on the Messines Ridgairegl German attacks during a critical period of
the battle. This tactical flexibility stood in gtacontrast to the German cavalry, which foundlfitse

being lambasted for its over reliance on mountedgds.

The British cavalry was still capable of tacticeloes, as was demonstrated by the failed char@of
Brigade at Audregnies, but for the most part tha demonstrated its skill and flexibility in the
opening months of 1914. Improvements in trainiegipment and tactics in the wake of the Boer
War helped to create an elite force of mountedpsoiinat were able to perform well despite being
vastly outnumbered in the opening months of thdliobn Although the cavalry found itself short of
opportunities once the trench deadlock began, diuthe mobile months of the war it demonstrated

considerable tactical skill that confounded its1i@&n opponents.
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Conclusions

The performance of the British Expeditionary durihg desperate battles of 1914 has given the ‘Old
Contemptibles’ lasting famé.Outnumbered and in a dangerous strategic posttierarmy
demonstrated skill and tenacity in delaying therar advance and retreating in good order. The
early actions of 1914 stand in particular conttaghe opening of the Boer War in 1899, especially
the triple defeats of ‘Black Week’, seeming to segjghat the British Army had developed a great
deal in the intervening years. However, whiledrisins have generally agreed that the B.E.F. was
particularly well trained, the importance of thedB®ar in developing tactics and training in the
intervening years has sometimes been neglectedexample, in the most recent study of the
B.E.F.’s performance in 1914, the importance of3beth African experience in shaping tactical
handling is only referred to in passing, and thedds criticised for remaining a “Victorian Army”.
Other historians have argued that the influenddeivar was diffuse or even negative. lan Beckett
has suggested that the ambiguous nature of théatan&de extracting useful lessons difficult,
meaning that the overall influence of the confliets not great. The greatest critic of the Boer War’s
influence has been G.R. Searle, who has arguedthihatruggle produced lessons that were to prove

“...irrelevant, if not positively harmful” for thBritish Army during the First World W4.

However, as this thesis has demonstrated, the Waemwvas the catalyst for a wide variety of tactical
reforms that shaped the B.E.F. of 1914. Not atheflessons that emerged from the struggle proved
useful and some were neglected in the pre-Firstd\iar era, but the core training and tactics ef th
B.E.F. were rooted in the experience of combathenveldt. Contrary to the opinion of G.R. Searle,
the improved tactics that were apparent amongseallice arms in 1914 were directly influenced by
the experience of South Africa, not only in termk pyoviding combat examples for future
employment, but also in reforming attitudes towardining and the profession as a whole.
Professionalism amongst the officer corps was emgmad, while the men were expected to
demonstrate high levels of skill and initiativelrat than the simple obedience of earlier times.il&Vh
social prejudice and budgetary constraints someatipnevented the reforms being carried further, the
dramatic change to the training ethos remainedge Istep forward for the British Army. Although

not all the tactical lessons of the Boer War swgtithe process of reform, the overall impact of the
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conflict in changing training and tactics was fumdmtal to the success of the B.E.F. in 1914.
However, the curious nature of the Boer War anduthigue colonial policing duties of the British

Army combined to create to a somewhat skewed psostdevelopment in the 1902 — 1914 period.
The South African conflict held many useful tadtiessons that were to prove of value in 1914, but
the short length of the conventional period of Wer meant that it taught little about large scale

operational handling.

The Boer War provided a crucial catalyst for reaigation and tactical reappraisal. The Victorian
era army had possessed great flexibility and hafbymeed well in humerous ‘small wars’ against
poorly armed opposition, but the diverse natur@&sotolonial duties and an inability to disseminate
useful lessons across the British Army as a whadanhthat its quality varied widely, with some
units benefiting from valuable combat experiencd advanced training, while others were content
with impractical, outdated drill that stressed dbade and steadiness over all over considerations.
The shock of early defeats in the Boer War revetthatl many tactical ideas prevalent in the army
were now dangerously out of date, especially whepleyed against a skilful enemy possessing
modern weaponry. The setbacks of ‘Black Week’ gbated to a process of in-theatre learning that
ultimately led to a tactical reappraisal, emphagistxtensions and individuality rather than linear
formations and rigid control. Combined with a vasbp build up, these changes were successful in
defeating the Boers, albeit only after a long aitigbguerrilla war. However, in the aftermathtbé
conflict, the British Army was forced to assessapproach to both tactics and training, taking what
was useful from the South African conflict and diskng lessons that had been theatre specifics Thi
process of reform was far from straightforward, dhd entire Edwardian period was marked by

ongoing tactical debates across all service arntiseoBritish Army.

However, despite the peculiarity of the Boer Wad #éme difficulty of assimilating the lessons from
the conflict, the army did reach a consensus onirtigortance of several critical points. Three
important lessons emerged for the infantry, whoemwent the most striking change of all the combat
arms. The skills necessary for victory in the Buéar, namely marksmanship, widely extended
infantry formations and use of cover, became thearstones of infantry training in the aftermath of
the South African conflict. Poor British marksmhips and the use of outdated volleys had
characterised much of the early fighting in Souftica, and strenuous efforts were made to correct
these glaring weaknesses. It has been suggestéaiigs Edmonds in the British official history of
the First World War that the tremendous rate @& firoduced by British infantry in 1914 came about
as a training response instituted in 1909 to comgienfor a lack of machine guns, and this assertion

has been repeated by subsequent historians sudlartis SamuelS. However, while there was a
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greater emphasis on rapid fire in the years prioithe First World War, the roots of British
marksmanship training emerged immediately after Boer War. Following the South African
experience, musketry training underwent wholesaferm, with far greater allowances of practice
ammunition being provided and firing at unknowntalices becoming a feature of target shooting.
Drawing upon combat examples from South Africa, ketry training emphasised accurate ‘snap
shooting’ at 600 yards and under rather than precet extreme ranges. The emphasis on accuracy
and judging distances introduced in 1902 provideduaial skill base, allowing the course to be made
more demanding in 1909 with greater focus beingguaon rapidity. In 1914 the improvements
made to British marksmanship proved their worthwds soon discovered that British infantry were
capable of stopping German attacks in the 400 —@80@@s range that had been identified as critical
during the Boer War, while one British veteran evenalled that his unit made use of local fire

tactics that had been taught to him by “BrothermBoethe earlier conflicf.

The British infantry also adopted the skirmish Iskibf the Boers. Widely dispersed and loose
formations had become a vital element of Britigttital success in South Africa, reducing casualties
and allowing individual men to make the most of@ovAs a result, close order was rejected except
for conflict against ‘savages’ and wide extensibesame a keynote of infantry tactics. The debate
around extensions ebbed and flowed prior to thet Fforld War, and while by 1914 the level of
dispersion was reduced from that used against thersB it still remained larger than any other

contemporary army.

In addition to presenting smaller targets, widecsampamongst the men allowed greater use of local
cover during combat. Whereas in the Boer War,psobad been poor at taking shelter and had
suffered as a result, changes in training introdwea result led to the creation of skilful skshing
infantry that could move from point to point, tagiadvantage of local terrain. Although the widely
extended formations that had been prevalent infSAfrica were somewhat less appropriate for the
crowded conditions of Europe, the ability of reguBaitish infantry to take advantage of cover and
fight in dispersed formation stood in contrast &r@an units that were seen to advance in close orde

at Mons and Le Cateau.

The influence of the Boer War was also felt in éngllery. For the Royal Artillery, the conflictaa
been the first opportunity to fight against a sarlif armed enemy for over fifty years, and although
the role of the gunners declined once the conveatistage of the war had come to a close, the
experience of combat in the early part of the waated controversy and left a profound impression.
The potential of long range fire, the value of ceslment and the importance of co-operation between

guns and infantry were all important lessons ofBber War. Long range fire caught the attention of

® Quoted in Terraindylons p.83
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the public during the war, and while it was quickigted by military authorities that its physical

effects were often limited, it could still causens@erable panic and fear amongst troops
unaccustomed to it. Furthermore, the increasemallsarms ranges had the effect of forcing guns
away from the front line, rendering old close rangetics inappropriate. The British reacted by
emphasising precision accuracy, with new weapoisrange tables vastly increasing the range at
which the guns could fight. Additionally, the iatluction of a heavy piece in the form of the 60-
pounder added a new element to British artilleggitca. While the gun has been criticised for bgsin

its design purely upon South African experiencel9i44 it was the only gun with the range capable
of engaging the heaviest German weapons. Prod&nsmed from its limited numbers rather than
any inherent design flaws, and its accuracy attgdestances was the source of considerable

admiration from the French in 1914.

Concealment and cover were more controversial fadar the artillery. Although the Boers had
proved the incredible survivability of hidden gumsen when vastly outhnumbered, some British
gunners disliked the concept and felt that it @fediminished effectiveness compared to firinghia t
open. Under the leadership of Lord Roberts, cared accuracy became the linchpins of Royal
Artillery tactics following the Boer War, but the@mple of the dashing Frenddfale artillery system
remained a seductive one for several years andwesdy admired by the British. However, after a
brief flirtation with French tactics, by the endtbe Edwardian period the desirability of concealine
was once again becoming predominant. The BoerhA@initially demonstrated the value of hidden
weapons, and the Russo-Japanese War had showtoteapose artillery to hostile guns invited
almost certain destruction. Furthermore, varidesd ftrials ultimately proved that the British 18-
pounder was technically incapable of mimicking Eterafale tactics. The flexible culture of the
British army meant that the ultimate decision onethler to fight in the open or behind cover
remained with the local officers, but the valuecohcealment was recognised and the Royal Artillery

did not become wedded to reckless tactics suchase tof the French.

Co-operation between artillery and infantry hadrberucial to British success in Natal and would
later become the critical element for victory ie thirst World War. While the British demonstrated
their capacity for in-theatre learning in achieviggod co-operation between the arms in South
Africa, the lessons became endangered followingcthdlict. It took the influence of the Russo-
Japanese War to highlight the importance of coatpar and cause the British to recall their South
African experiences. Debate flourished aroundsthigiect and improvements were made in training,
with practical combat experience giving the Britestnead start in some tactical aspects, partigularl
regarding how long the guns should engage a taefete the risk of friendly fire to attacking traop
became too great. However, while useful work wasedin this regard, the small size of the British

Army and its culture of flexibility prevented thekeing any real systematic system of artillery
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support. This was to become a weakness in theWiosld War where the vast scale of attacks meant

that careful fire plans and thorough preparationeveeucial.

Robert Scales has been critical of the reform efRlyal Artillery during this period, arguing ththe
Boer War kept the British gunners in a ‘small warindset that compared unfavourably with the
German army. In particular, Scales has been critical of thepénder, arguing its South African
inspired design was flawed for the conditions ef Birst World War in comparison with the powerful
heavy German howitzers. However, such a comparisamfair. The British 60-pounder was
predominantly seen as a long range ‘man killer’ emdnter battery weapon, not intended to fulfil the
role of assigned to howitzers, and thus the corapario German heavy howitzers that were designed
to breach fortifications is not entirely valid. &es cites the deployment df Bivision’s guns at Le
Cateau as ultimate proof of the flawed nature afidr artillery tactics, but as discussed in earlie
chapters, this controversial deployment was a ldegision and not followed by the guns of the
remaining divisions. In 1914, it was not faultyiti&h tactics, but the numerical preponderance of
German guns that was the critical problem. Fomepte, at Le Cateau, the Royal Artillery were
outgunned by a ratio of more than 2:1, with a tofe228 British pieces engaged against at least 550
German weaporis. Furthermore, although the Royal Artillery sufféreeavy casualties during the
struggle, the battle ended in a British victoryttpeoved crucial to the survival of the B.E.F. as a

whole?

The cavalry also experienced reforms and rearmanmetite aftermath of the Boer War. Two
valuable lessons were derived from South Africdnese were firstly, the value of a combination of
fire and shock, and secondly, the importance ofomraissance and its associated skill of
horsemastery. The fire and shock debate was pethapmost famous of all the discussions arising
from the Boer War, but the acrimonious nature efahguments regarding the direction of reform has
sometimes disguised the actual quality of the testVhile there had been a growing appreciation of
dismounted fire prior to the Boer War, the struggleéSouth Africa conclusively proved its value,
particularly during the holding action at Koodoostavhich led to the siege and eventual capture of
Cronje’s laager. However, the war also offeredlente of the value of mounted troops in a more
traditional role. The cavalry had mounted a biyteffective charge at Elandslaagte and used speed
to break through a Boer line at Klip Drift. Steetapons were withdrawn in mid-1900 to lighten the
load on overburdened horses depriving the cavalra shock weapon and preventing further

successful charges. However, in the guerrilla @rasthe war the Boers adopted more aggressive

" Scales, Robert ‘Artillery in Small Wars: The Eviidin of British Artillery Doctrine 1860 — 1914, IPh
Dissertation, Duke University, 1976, p.314

8 Ascoli, DavidThe Mons Sta(Edinburgh, Birlinn, 2001) p.99

° Bird, Antony,Gentlemen, We Will Stand and Fight: Le Cateau, {&®amsbury, Crowood Press, 2008) p.176
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tactics, charging directly against British formatsoand winning a number of victories in the process

providing evidence that a mounted charges remairsdade.

Critics argued about the precise implications ef Boer War for cavalry tactics, noting the suca#ss
both fire and shock tactics. Although certain exte views were put forward from both sides, the
debate remained relatively narrow, with the focaostee level of emphasis to be given to each duty
rather than abolishing either rifles or swordsrehti Indeed, after several years of acrimony larialy
model that advocated equal skill with cold stedl @ifle emerged, largely settling the debate. The
process of reform, particularly in the early yeavas painful and touched upon raw nerves, but by
1914 it had created unique cavalry tactics thatviar in advance of either French or German rivals.
The quality of British dismounted work was perhapsst clearly illustrated at the' Battle of Ypres

in 1914, when cavalry were able to occupy positionsthe Messines Ridge and defend it against
German infantry assaults. The British also hacasg against German horsemen. German cavalry
was forced to rely upon light infantry for fire fagt, slowing them down and discouraging bold
moves. Despite possessing five cavalry divisiomspared to a single B.E.F. cavalry division, the
German horsemen were unable to make their numbergt @and suffered stinging defeats in several
small engagement§. Historians have often been critical of the Bhitsavalry in this period, arguing
that it failed to reform and remained dedicatedhock tactics! In fact, while the process of reform
was marked with controversy, it ultimately produ@edseful tactical hybrid that was far in advance

of continental cavalry tactics.

The clashes between British and German cavalrn@i® &lso revealed the success of reforms aimed
at improving cavalry reconnaissance. The dutyratdoeen taken seriously by British cavalry prior
to the South African conflict, with the result thetonnaissance often proved risible in the Boer,Wa
with British attacks blundering into concealed Bgpesitions and suffering heavy losses as a result.
Furthermore, the demands of long range reconnaiesading had contributed to appalling horse
attrition on the veldt. In the aftermath of thenfiict, reconnaissance work was given renewed
emphasis. Specially trained scouts were attaahedadh cavalry formation and more realistic tragnin
exercises were introduced. Additionally, simplagbical lessons drawn from the Boer War became
standard practice, such as dismounting and walkieggside the horse whenever possible. In
combination with superior British tactics, this iroped training in reconnaissance and horsemastery
gave a crucial edge over the German cavalry inetltry months of the First World War. German
cavalry proved poor in a reconnaissance role, fgggdbmmanders bereft of crucial intelligence, and

within a matter of weeks bad horsemastery habits taken a serious toll on their anim&s.

19 Badsey, Stephemoctrine and Reform in the British Cavalt$80-1918 (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2008) p.243
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Conversely, British reconnaissance and screeniogeprfar more effective, with horses remaining fit

in the field*®

However, although the Boer War provided severatiafuand lasting tactical lessons, the process of
reform following the conflict was not entirely sntbo Some lessons faded from memory, while
others were influenced and reshaped by other factoch the Russo-Japanese War. Furthermore,
despite their modern weapons, the Boers were urdgpesition and South Africa a peculiar theatre
of war, meaning that direct parallels between tberBNar and a European conflict were potentially
misleading. For example, although the Boers pssskea handful of modern artillery pieces, they
were massively outgunned by the Royal Artillery.ithWthe exception of the Battle of Spion Kop,
Boer artillery fire tended to be of nuisance vahrd taught the British little about the potential
dangers of facing heavy shell fire. Inexperientéacing enemy artillery meant that in the earlyt pa
of the First World War, British infantry tended sde their trenches with a view to acquiring thetbe
possible field of rifle fire, neglecting the fattat this often exposed the position to crushingn@er
bombardments. Additionally, although Boer trenchad been excellent and served as a model for
the British in the years following the war, ovemé there was a distinct decline in interest in the
subject. The tedium of digging trenches in peawetand a fall in the number of veteran troops who
appreciated their full value were important factorsthe deterioration of entrenchment training.
Thus, although entrenchment remained a key miliskily, the quality of training in the subject fell

noticeably in the years prior to the First World Wa

A second misleading Boer War lesson concernedrtioyment of machine guns. The machine gun
performed poorly in South Africa, with the unwieldyeapons making perfect targets for Boer
artillery and riflemen. Jams and breakdowns wateeeely common, and even when they were able
to get into action the use of cover and trenchethbyBoers meant that they rarely had a good target
to engage. The disappointing results meant thahénaftermath of the war, the weapons were
neglected by the army as a whole, with just a hamaff adherents arguing for greater employment.
Ultimately, although financial considerations wéhe key element in preventing an increase in their
numbers prior to 1914, the fact the weapon hacdpadd so poorly against a ‘civilised’ opponent in
the Boer War did little to improve the reputatiohtbe machine gun as anything greater than a

“weapon of opportunity”, or encourage its furthevdlopment.

The Boer War may have provided the catalyst fomgkain 1902, but it was not the only source of
tactical ideas during the pre-First World War pdriand the influence of continental thought and the
Russo-Japanese War became important factors irlatter years of the Edwardian era. The
Manchurian conflict in particular caught the eydéthwthe British Army despatching a record number

of observers to study the war. The struggle betwdsmpan and Russia seemed to offer certain

13 BadseyDoctrine and Refornp.239
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contradictions to the tactical assumptions regarfirepower that had emerged during the Boer War.
The Japanese success in pressing frontal attackssagentrenched Russian defenders posed a
counterpoint to post-Boer War British ideas thaedh attacks against modern weapons would be
virtually impossible. The occurrence of bayonghfing on a surprisingly regular basis in the Far
East also suggested that firepower was not the cohgideration in battle, and that courage and
willpower could still carry the attackers into teeemy position. Such examples were particularly
appealing to continental thinkers, who had gengiadlen contemptuous of British tactics and combat
performance in the Boer War, and who often sawrlegm successes as a vindication of their earlier
ideas. Furthermore, the Russo-Japanese War wasasdeeing more relevant to European warfare
than the South African war, being waged betweendemuine powers with continental style tactics
and equipment. While it is clear with the benefithindsight that the Russo-Japanese War showed
the dominance of firepower and the value of entrement, at the time such conclusions were less
common. Indeed, a virtual consensus emerged uparcdantinent that the war demonstrated the
continuing power of the attack over passive deferoel that while firepower had undoubtedly
developed, courage and an acceptance of casuatiigd still ultimately ensure succe¥s Analysis

of this consensus by subsequent historians hasajsn&rgued that due to the ambiguity surrounding
some of the lessons of the war, European militagéeded to use them to confirm existing ideas rathe

than create new tactical concepts.

Fortunately, in the case of the British Army, mariythe more valuable examples that emerged from
the Russo-Japanese War were already part of axistatical thought developed from the Boer War.
For example, the value of concealing field guns tedneed for close co-operation between infantry
and artillery were concepts that had been cleamahstrated in South Africa, and their importance
in Manchuria served as a timely reminder for thgdkd\rtillery. While other lessons of the conflict
contributed to ongoing debates within the servigasa their long term influence was often limited.
In common with other European armies, elementsritaid were impressed by Japanese assaults and
advocated a reduction of infantry extensions indttack. Allied to this idea, parts of the British
Army rejected the cautious attitude that had bedopted towards the offensive in the aftermath of
the Boer War, instead echoing European opinionextalling the virtues of willpower in overcoming
superior firepower. However, in contrast to Eumpdorces such as the French, these ideas were
never entirely accepted by the British in the pistFWorld War period. While extensions were
reduced from the scale used in the Boer War, th#lyremained wider than those used by the

Japanese during the final stages of the Manchwaaiflict. Equally, although the concept grew in

4 Yigal Sheffy, “A Model Not to Follow: The Europed@amies and the Lessons of the War” in Kowner, Rote
(ed.)The Impact of the Russo-Japanese {andon, Routledge, 2007) pp.262-264
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popularity, the belief in offensive tactics nevechme a cult for the British and had limited influe

at tactical level, although the virtues of the offive were often extolled at higher lev¥ls.

In the most thorough analysis of the influence i Russo-Japanese War upon the British Army,
Phillip Towle has argued that while the war wasraportant influence upon the Royal Artillery, its
effect upon infantry and cavalry was limited anchperary®’ Instead, tactical ideas drawn from the
Boer War remained the core principles of Britishining, with the Far Eastern struggle reinforcing
the importance of such concepts as extension, atmeeat and co-operation rather than proving their
inefficiency. The Russo-Japanese War did not cadsadamental overhaul of tactics in the way that
the Boer War had done, instead contributing to ongptactical debates that were still rooted in &out
African experience. The Manchurian conflict shdvtleat many of the tactical lessons of the earlier
war had been largely correct, particularly regagdithe use of field artillery, but offered
comparatively little that was entirely new to Bsititactics, which remained based firmly upon the
experience gained in the Boer War. Its most ingrdrinfluence was to encourage a greater belief in
the offensive, an interpretation that seemed tocaumirary to the tactical lessons of the war, mg o
which became popular at an operational level anmtoagwies across Europe, including Britain.
However, in terms of driving tactical reform in tiritish Army, the Boer War was of greater

importance than the Manchurian conflict.

Firmly based on the Boer War, but also shaped kyRhsso-Japanese War and examples from
continental thinkers, the learning process undertdly the British Army in the 1902 - 1914 was not
straightforward, but was instead set against a drvacikd of political and economic shifts, with
regular changes at the War Office causing confusidhe early part of the period, and the constant
need to keep the Army Estimates low providing atiing factor during the Haldane years. While
initially the tactical experiences of the Boer Weere dominant in driving reform, their influence
declined somewhat as the conflict faded from memaorpe fact that not all the Boer War lessons
prevailed by 1914 has been cited as evidence &fatt the war had limited tactical impact, while
others have argued that those that did prevail weteally fallacies that were to prove irrelevamt i
the First World War® Even positive assessments of the army of thegdrave concluded that a
number of the reforms introduced following the Bo&War suffered from incomplete

implementatiort’ The harshest critics of the British Army in tipisriod have been Martin Samuels
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and Tim Traver§® Both authors paint a negative picture of an armtstic army, with Travers in
particular emphasising resistance to modern idemams fin officer corps that was divided by rivalry
and jealousies. Samuels treads similar groundjirggthat at operational level the culture of
flexibility was positively harmful, leading to uncessary defeats and abdication of command
responsibilities. Both conclude that the Britishm was not prepared for the First World War, with
Samuels going further, arguing that it failed t@mwve much during the 1914 — 1918 period.

However, such negative interpretations are lar@pelyed on an analysis of the British Army at an
operational rather than tactical level. The infloes of the Boer War were felt most keenly at low
level, where the lessons derived from combat egped could be put in to practice. Conversely, the
short duration of the conventional stage of the waant that, despite the number of British and
Empire troops committed to South Africa, there e to be learned about handling formations at
divisional level and above in a continental stykrwln combination with the colonial policing ralé

the British Army, this contributed to an unusualelepmental direction, which emphasised tactical
excellence and high levels of flexibility while ap&onal level work was assigned a lower priority.
However, although Travers and Samuels have vallidisms regarding the operational development
of the British Army, they marginalise the qualitiylow level tactics that had emerged following the
Boer War. Samuels in particular is quick to ciggcBritish military performance compared to thiat o
the German army, but ignores the fact that in tineial battles of 1914, the Germans were unable to
defeat the B.E.F. despite possessing a vast nuehexitvantage and a well developed operational
doctrine. In these confused ‘soldier’'s battlebe tadvanced low level tactics of the professional
British Army proved superior to those of her oppuneIn 1914, the quality of B.E.F. low level
tactics proved to be critical to both survival anctory, and the operational weaknesses of thadBrit
Army would only begin to be seriously exposed whalked upon to undertake demanding offensives
in 1915.

The difficulties experienced by the British from1Bonwards have sometimes led to criticism of the
B.E.F. in 1914. In the most recent study of tlgutar B.E.F., Robin Neillands has concluded that th
army was “far too small and quite inadequately pped” for a continental struggfé. Yet it is
important to remember that European militaries gadernments all anticipated a short, sharp war
that would be over in a matter of monffisThe British Army was expected to play a relatjelinor
role on the left flank of the French, while the ida® offensive blow fell on the right flank agatins
Alsace-Lorraine. Based on the anticipation difrated role in a short continental war, the B.E.F.

was by no means as ill-equipped as Neillands a&sserurthermore, despite its weaknesses, the
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flexibility and professionalism of the B.E.F. medhat it was surprisingly well suited for the chaot
and hard fought battles that marked the openingtinsonf the war. Placed in the path of the German
onslaught in 1914, the B.E.F. proved its tactick@ability and although it suffered severe camsmlt

it played a critical role in halting the offensiygrticularly at 1 Ypres.

However, the cost was high and the old regular anay effectively destroyed by the end of 1914.
Nevertheless, many of the tactical principles thate key notes of the regular B.E.F., particularly
skilful infantry tactics, close artillery co-opei@t with infantry and a respect for firepower wéoe
become crucial to the ultimate success of the Brifirmy in the later stages of the First World War.
Unfortunately, the small size of the regular armg @he failure to codify a formal written doctrine
meant that once the old B.E.F. was destroyed, v Nrmies were forced to learn largely from
scratch, repeating mistakes that had been ideshiifiehe Boer War and enduring a number of bitter
setbacks before were able to combine both taaldllwith strong operational handling. Faced with
the challenge of adapting to a modern war, it watsumtil 1917 that the British Army was able to

emerge from its colonial army roots and develop askilful and ultimately war-winning force.

By the end of the 1902 — 1914 period, the armigSurbpe had been forced to adapt themselves to a
variety of technical and tactical changes. Thecasg of the process of adaptation would only be
revealed in the acid test of combat. The B.E.Rclldeployed in the opening months of the First
World War was a small colonial police force thaiagt in contrast to the mass armies of the continent
However, the British Army had benefited from théluance of the Boer War, which had been the
predominant factor in the tactical reforms thattedhe creation of the highly trained B.E.F. &t

of the lessons of the Boer War had endured and steas were inapplicable to a European conflict,
but key tactical principles learned on the veldd h@evailed in infantry, cavalry and artillery,
contributing to the creation of a small but skillaimy. Combat experience against well armed
opponents in the Boer War gave the British a héad en numerous tactical problems that were to
become apparent in 1914, including concealmengnsitins and use of firepower. The process of
development had not been smooth, with the armggling against continuous budget cuts and also a
variety of duties that no other army in the worlitllto face. This contributed to a development path
that largely ignored operational doctrine and ditel to prepare the B.E.F. for deployment in
anything greater than divisional strength, buhatgame time encouraged flexibility and strongdact

at low levels. Like all armies in the First WoNdar, the British made both tactical and operational
errors in the opening months of the conflict. Hweere despite its colonial background and
operational limitations, it was able to win critidettles against a numerically superior army thas
widely regarded as the finest in Europe. The sgad the B.E.F. in these early clashes was
principally due to the fact that the British Armgchbeen able to learn and absorb the combat lessons

of the Boer War. Despite the existence of numerooarspeting ideas and examples, the South
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African experience remained the foundation of Bhititactical reform in 1902 — 1914, giving the
B.E.F. the skills that proved so important in Auglg14.
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