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A TANK ANNIVERSARY

THE BATTLE OF CAMBRAI

Today is "Cambrai Day” - the anniversary of the battle on November 20

1917 in which British tanks were first engaged in any large scale operation.

The attack started at 6.20 in the morning and was a tremendous success.

The British guns opened fire, the barrage coming down about 200 yards
in front of the tanks which were proceeding slowly in "No Man’s Land" with

the infantry close behind. The enemy was taken by surprise completely lost

his balance and either fled back stricken or surrendered with little or no

resistance.

The main portion of the advance was over by the evening of the same day.

By this wide, penetration a depth of no less than 10,000 yards on a front of

some 13,000 yards was reached. At the third battle of YPRES, a similar

penetration took three months.

Eight thousand prisoners and a hundred guns were captured. A new epoch
in war had begun - the epoch of mechanisation.

The Battle of Cambrai was the outcome of long experiment and preparation.
It involved first the technical achievement of having thought out,

experimented with and developed the tank; and then the imagination and

practice essential for its successful tactical employment. It was both a

successful operation of the war and a large scale experiment in a new method

of warfare.

The tank was a new weapon and care was taken to see that it should be

given its first large scale trial under favourable circumstances. Neither the

low-lying muddy country of Flanders nor the hills and forests of the Ardennes

were in these early days suited to tanks: and so the rolling down-land of

Cambrai was chosen.

Success in the operation depended on three factors. Firstly surprise was

essential. This was greatly assisted by the weather during November 1917 which

was fine and foggy; and by covering the noise inevitable with the tanks of 1917

by means of heavy machine gun fire.

Secondly/
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Secondly some means had to be found of enabling the tanks which had a

span of only 10 feet to cross the Hindenburg trenches which were known in many

places to be over 12 feet wide. This was achieved by means of large bundles

of brushwood some 4 1/2 feet in diameter and 10 feet long. Each bundle was carried

on the nose of a tank and when a large trench was encountered it was dropped
into it by applying a quick release inside the tank. Each tank could carry only

one bundle and they therefore had to be used economically; a method was adopted

by which a section of 3 tanks used one another's bridges thereby enabling the

whole section to cross three trench systems.

Thirdly the infantry had to be given sufficient confidence in the tanks to

follow them. In 1941 this can be taken for granted; in 1917 it could not as the

tank was a new and almost untried, weapon. This was achieved by careful training

and helped no doubt by the confidence and enthusiam of the tank corps.

The forces allotted to the operation were two corps of three infantry
divisions each; the cavalry corps; 1,000 guns; and the tank corps of 9 battalions -

378 tanks and 98 administrative machines. The presence of cavalry necessitated the

clearing of patches in the wire to enable them to pass. This was done by the tanks,
which grappled and dragged out portions of the wire.

Before the attack started Brigadier-General H.J. Elles, Commander of the

tank corps issued the following special order to his men.

"1. Tomorrow the Tank Corps will have the chance for which it has been

waiting for many months - to operate on good going in the van of the

battle.

2. All that hard work and ingenuity can achieve has been done in the

way of preparation.

3. It remains for unit commanders and for tank crews to complete the

work by judgement and pluck in the battle itself.

4. In the light of past experience I leave the good name of the Corps

with great confidence in their hands.

5. I propose leading the attack of the centre division.”

WAR OFFICE
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