COMMANDING THE LAND IRONCLADS
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Military Visions

In 2003, Wellsians commemorate the centenary of ‘The Land Ironclads’, which was first published in the Strand Magazine in December 1903, significantly, before the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05, a conflict that confirmed the growing importance of the trench, first realised during the Boer War (1899-1902). The story, apart from its endeavour to forecast, has a sociological message as well.
H.G. Wells is often thought of as a great prophet, specifically of the tank, and here we examine his true merits, in addition to tracing the evolution in the real world of one of his most provocative ideas. ‘The Land Ironclads,’ which represents prototype tanks, may also be interpreted as Wells’s central science-fiction story and is worth some dissection. It submits, as well as forecasting and a sociological insight, military technical material, comparable with The War in the Air, in which Wells uses zeppelins and monoplanes, and The World Set Free, in which he introduces the ‘atomic bomb’.
The idea of ordinary men being confronted by overwhelming forces, whether zoological or man-made, stems from Herman Melville’s Moby Dick and reached Wells via 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne. Before ‘The Land Ironclads’, in Wellsian canon ordinary men are attacked by natural forces like in The War of the Worlds, ‘The Empire of the Ants’, and ‘The Sea Raiders’, and thereafter by advanced human technology (for instance, in The War in the Air and The World Set Free).
Norman and Jeanne MacKenzie reported, in their biography of Wells, that J.W. Dunne originally thought of armoured fighting machines,[footnoteRef:1] although armoured vehicles can be traced back in one form or another to Mesopotamian civilisation. Few advances were made during the middle ages, but early in the 15th century, Leonardo Da Vinci sketched many armoured machines and vehicles, including his mobile ‘combat vehicle’ which featured a hand-cranked propulsion system. Around the same time, Bohemian Hussite John Zizka created an assault vehicle – an ironclad farm wagon. It helped his Hussite  [1:  Norman and Jeanne MacKenzie, H.G. Wells: A Biography (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), 222.] 

revolutionaries take the battle to (and through) their enemies in addition to forming an impassable defence. By the 16th century we know people like Guido da Vigevano and Robert Valturio were developing sketches of new armoured vehicles. By the nineteenth century, increasingly technological wars were bringing home the necessity for armoured weaponry – especially after the battle of the Merrimac and Monitor in the American Civil War. Even Kaiser Wilhelm II had conceived of a porcupine-like steam-driven mobile fortress around 1900.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kenneth Macksey and John. H. Batchelor, Tank: A History of the Armoured Fighting Vehicle (New York: Ballantine Books, 1971), 6.] 

The invention of the internal combustion engine in 1895 was what really made the development of land ironclads as we know them possible, and petrol was indeed what made Wells’s imaginary machines run. In 1899 F.R. Simms mounted a maxim to a four-wheeled motorcycle, and later produced a fully armoured ‘war car’ featuring two maxim machine guns.[footnoteRef:3] Armoured cars were then developed by many nations although their usefulness and reliability was always limited by the quality of roads they would have to drive upon.[footnoteRef:4] All the same, technology was evolving separately the elements that would only a decade or so later help revolutionise modern warfare – and give H.G. Wells an idea... [3:  Macksey and Batchelor, Tank, 6.]  [4:  Macksey and Batchelor, Tank, 9.] 


Wells’s original ‘Little War’

‘The Land Ironclads’ is about a fictional war fought between very small countries but which perhaps are meant to symbolise larger and more familiar ones. The story is related mostly from the point of view of a war correspondent from the defending side but offers insight into the ‘enemy’s’ forces as well. This technique and combination is necessary if Wells is to surprise us. A larger war would have required a novel, which would certainly have been unnecessary in order to project the tank idea.
The opening conversation between the lieutenant and the war correspondent contains a reference to Ivan S. Bloch, a Polish military expert whom Wells admired and who had forecast a military stalemate between two essentially equal powers.[footnoteRef:5] The  [5:  H.G. Wells, What is Coming? A European Forecast (New York: Donohue, 1916), 29.] 

lieutenant says, ‘If they don’t win, they lose. A draw represents a victory for us.’[footnoteRef:6] The defenders are thus placed in the situation of the Confederacy in the American Civil War. [6:  H.G. Wells, ‘The Land Ironclads’, in The Collector’s Book of Science Fiction by H.G. Wells, by Alan K. Russell / H.G. Wells (?: Book Sales, 1987), 501-514 (501). All further references to this story will be shown parenthetically in the text.] 

We learn that the war started a month before, and the previous day’s battle began basically as many others have throughout history. Six parallel columns, probably at least a battalion each (although Wells avoids giving exact numbers of men on either side), marched and drove with a ‘cloud of cyclists and cavalry’ (501) running ahead. The defenders, whose army possessed both strong infantry and cavalry regiments, had stopped the invader’s advance on the previous day with their well dug trench system, later referred to as Hackbone’s Hut. This sets up a Bloch-like prototype First World War trench battle of attrition – or so we think.
The next day’s battle starts with the invaders attacking half an hour before dawn, at 2:30AM. Searchlights probe the defender’s trench system in an effort to blind the forward riflemen and artillery. Many of the trench defenders are shot down in the process. The lieutenant notices a mysterious shape through the darkness in the distance, and then 14 or 15 others. Rain is falling during this initial sighting – just like it was when the narrator first encountered the Martian fighting-machine in The War of the Worlds[footnoteRef:7] and, in The Time Machine, when the Time Traveller first arrives in the year 802,701.[footnoteRef:8] It is also interesting to note that these storms are very fast moving; they dissipate quickly and leave the sky clear. This remarkable literary device of Wells’s gives the first sightings of the grotesque machines and the future world an atmospheric and distinctly otherworldly feeling. The near-immediate moderation of the weather in each case allows for clearer observation and circumspection and allows Wells to make his initial sociological points undistracted. [7:  H.G. Wells, The Complete War of the Worlds, ed. by David Y. Hughes and Harry M. Geduld (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1993), 83-84.]  [8:  H.G. Wells, The Time Machine, ed. by Nicholas Ruddick (Toronto: Broadview Literary Texts, 2001), 79-81.] 

The invading ironclads approach the defender’s frontlines along a three-mile front. Just as with real tanks in the First World War, the defenders think the ironclads will be caught in the trenches and allow them a chance to finish them off. But in the creeping light of dawn the delineated land ironclads show themselves invulnerable to rifle fire. The leading ironclad crosses a trench by approaching obliquely, running down the slope at an

angle and stopping a little way up the opposite slope to peer over the top. Obviously gambling that the defending artillery will not be positioned to fire upon its own trenches, the ironclad continues on; not end-on so as to provide the smallest target, but broadside to allow the riflemen inside shots at the next set of defending trenches who have gathered together in ‘knots’ (506) against the enfilade. The ironclads slaughter them by the dozen. The war correspondent leaves the lieutenant and retreats to a ridge. The front-line trench defenders surrender and are rounded up by cyclists.
The defending General must quickly rearrange his artillery to fire into their own forward trenches which are now being used as cover for the first line of ironclads. The ironclads then emerge from the trench, turn end-on to the defender’s guns to minimise the target area and execute a flanking manoeuvre, shooting down the artillery gunners with ease.
Wells then gives us a detailed description of the ironclads. They are eighty to one hundred feet in length, about ten feet high with smooth sides and an intricately patterned area under the eaves of the giant ‘flattish turtle cover’ (506).The war correspondent recognises their locomotion is achieved by Bramah Diplock’s pedrail system – he remembers interviewing the inventor before the war – which had been invented for agricultural use in 1899.[footnoteRef:9] The system enabled the ironclads to negotiate rough terrain in a manner which reminded the war correspondent of a caterpillar. Of course this ‘bio-tech’ approach is entirely consistent coming from Wells the biologist. Six years before ‘The Land Ironclads’, in The War of the Worlds, his invading Martians built ‘crab-like’ handling machines with such convincing articulation that the narrator at first was not sure whether they were intelligent creatures themselves.[footnoteRef:10] He also remarks how Martian technology appears eerie to earthly eyes precisely because it is based on biology rather than terrestrial mechanics. [9:  Macksey and Bachelor, Tank, 14-15.]  [10:  Wells, The Complete War of the Worlds, 148.] 

The land ironclads’ protective armour is impervious to rifle and, we presume, machine gun fire. They are vulnerable to larger calibre artillery shells but the ironclads do show an ability to take direct hits without being put out of commission. The invaders rely upon surprise in revealing their land ironclads (as did the British at Cambrai in 1917[footnoteRef:11]) and the strategy works well. The defenders are so unprepared for dealing with the ironclads materially and psychologically that they manage to disable only one. [11:  Daniel Burka, ‘Cambrai’, http://collections.ic.gc.ca/turner/ar_cambrai.html.] 

It is interesting to note that while the war correspondent and lieutenant hear machine guns early in the battle, they were not mounted on the land ironclads and indeed are not mentioned again. However, the ironclads are well armed with automatic rifles and spotting telescopes regularly placed through portholes along the sides and nestled directly under the eaves. The façade not only bristles with genuine weaponry but each porthole is fitted with dummy rifles and telescope barrels designed to keep the enemy guessing which protrusion to fire at. When an ironclad raises itself over the side of a trench, the war correspondent sees the pedrails are protected by an adjustable iron skirt.
The ironclads more resemble submarines in their operation than tanks later would and Wells makes several points towards this. The Captain, as he is called, is ‘of a type of feature and expression that prevails in His Majesty’s Navy: alert, intelligent, quiet’ (511). His ‘bridge’ (511) is the highest position within the ironclad and has a submarine-like conning tower that he may raise or lower as the terrain requires. He gives orders for speed and direction in maritime terms like ‘half-speed’ or ‘full speed’ (511), and directs his gunner’s fire according to his own wishes or upon instructions from his commanding General. Therefore it seems likely that Wells’s deference to maritime terminology in ‘The Land Ironclads’ was used for the same reasons as the German zeppelin service, and its heraldry was modelled after naval terminology and structure.
Wells does not give the precise method of communication used by the land ironclads but we must presume the Captain receives his orders by semaphore. The heliograph would have been too difficult to read in the heat of battle, radio was still too primitive and pigeons were always unreliable.
Worth mentioning also is the imaginative method the invaders have for firing their guns aboard their ironclads. Wells’s description of the device sounds eerily like the gun camera videos we are familiar with today. The gun barrel is adjusted by using a knob with the right hand for horizontal movement and a pair of dividers in the left hand for the vertical. Crosshairs are centred on the projected telescopic image before the crewman and as he makes adjustments and moves a man or material into these crosshairs, he presses another button and the target is shot.
What sort of men are these combatants? The lieutenant believes that the invading soldiers are a load of ‘devitalised townsmen’ and ‘aren’t brutes enough’ (501) to charge trenches. He asserts they are ‘too soft’ to deal with the harsh reality of a soldier’s life in the field and their cavalry had ‘never cocked a leg over horse till it enlisted six months ago’ (502). In short, he believes they are too sheltered to make a ‘proper war’ (502), and wonders why they even bother.
The rough-and-ready defenders on the other hand, whose ‘boys of fourteen can give their grown men points’ (502), can certainly be said to resemble more closely the Germans of the time. Life in Kaiser Wilhelm’s ‘Blood and Iron’ Germany was sternly regimented and uniformed and placed an unimaginative romantic emphasis and sense of honour on the military life. Despite the faith the lieutenant has in the superiority of his own men, the war correspondent notices a touch of the common in some of the defender troops and is especially put out by the ‘bawling in drawling unison the words of a particularly slab and sentimental patriotic song’ (503). There is no doubt this is the voice of the ardent anti-nationalist Wells speaking through the war correspondent.
But the technologically-advanced invaders might in some ways be seen as a forecast of the British in the First World War. Wells evidently thinks highly of the invaders and describes them as being ‘perfectly sober and in good training, and if any of them had begun to ejaculate nonsense or bawl patriotic airs, the others would probably have gagged him and tied him up as a dangerous, unnerving sort of fool’ (512). Interestingly, the invaders felt a ‘qualified pity’ for the defenders, yet at the same time a ‘quite unqualified contempt’ for these men they compare to an ‘inferior sort of nigger’ (512).
As if in answer to the lieutenant’s cockiness, the invaders have their own opinion of their enemy:

‘If they must make war,’ these young men thought, ‘why in thunder don’t they do it like sensible men?’ They resented the assumption that their own side was too stupid to do anything more than play their enemy’s game, that they were going to play this costly folly according to the rules of unimaginative men. They resented being forced to the trouble of making man-killing machinery; resented the alternative of 
having to massacre these people or endure their truculent yappings; resented the whole unfathomable imbecility of war (512).

Leon Stover discusses ‘The Land Ironclads’ in his critical edition of The War of the Worlds (2001) and makes an interesting point. He believes that ultimately the defenders are ‘redefined as the aggressors’ by virtue of their ‘obsolete national identity’ and ‘bawling patriotisms’ against the surging tide of a new world order brought by the invaders.[footnoteRef:12] If so, it leaves one to wonder just where the war correspondent really stands, especially considering his Wellsian high-mindedness regarding war throughout the narrative and how that is rationalised with the pity he feels for the defeated defenders at the end. [12:  Leon Stover, ‘Introduction’, in The War of the Worlds: A Critical Text of the 1898 London First Edition, with an Introduction and Appendices, by H.G. Wells, ed. by Leon Stover (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2001), 1-46 (22).] 

Taking Stover’s brief analysis at face value we might then read ‘The Land Ironclads’ as a speculative future-history of the First World War. The Allies (though not invaders) brought their technologically-advanced tanks to bear on a very traditional, militarised nation of bawling patriotisms (led by Prussia’s ‘Für König und Vaterland!’) in a battle that Wells hoped would bring about his new world order in reaction to the absolute horrors of the war. Not that the Allies were free from maudlin patriotic mottoes themselves; ‘For King and Country’ is the English translation of the German motto and happened to be the name of a British wartime magazine…
The war correspondent surrenders about 1 PM when it dawns upon him that the invaders have completely surrounded the defending army. In a flashback we are told that the defending cavalry tried to charge the invader’s bikes but were shot down when the cyclists would retreat at great speed, quickly dismount and conduct ‘terribly effective sharp-shooting’ (513). Now all that was left to do was to watch a group of defending officers examine the parked ironclad ‘novelties’ with ‘profound distaste’ as the townsmen-soldiers shepherded their dejected POWs and ‘unskilfully led away’ (513) the horses of the defeated defending cavalry.
So the invaders win a total victory. The war correspondent’s habit of thinking in headlines creates another: ‘Mankind versus Machinery’ (514). He has changed his mind and sympathises with the defeated side, even after earlier describing some of them as 

‘cunning louts.’ The captured defenders debate how to defeat land ironclads and ask if one should use guns. This idea is objected to since clearly land ironclads can outmanoeuvre big guns, and smaller guns in the open can be rushed. The war correspondent revises his opinion / headline to ‘Mankind versus Ironmongery’ and decides to quote the traditional ‘old boy’ (514), who was offended by the thought of having to meet the ironclads with ironmongery of their own.
As George B. Miller pointed out to his son, Tom, there is a class-war component to ‘The Land Ironclads’, separated out into countries and rendered in military terms. The third-person narrative of the story allows Wells to explain many things about the middle and upper classes he is portraying. The high opinion the lieutenant has about his men is not shared by the war correspondent who has already expressed a certain disdain for the defender’s regular enlisted men – men traditionally drawn from the working and middle classes. But neither does he seem terribly impressed with the invaders until the end of the story. The war correspondent is thus as inconsistent as the narrator and perhaps the Artilleryman in The War of the Worlds.
Wells’s victors in a sense prefigure his Samurai of A Modern Utopia. There is no indication of an officer ‘class’ among the invaders even though the commanders of the land ironclads are referred to as ‘Captains’ (511). The crew is made up of engineers and Wells believed that in the future officers and engineers would be one and the same, as he had outlined two years earlier in Anticipations.[footnoteRef:13] At the same time as seeing the defeated defenders as strong, sun-tanned and civilised men, the war correspondent notices a delicate appeal to the officer / engineer invaders: ‘young men in blue pyjamas who were standing about their victorious land ironclad, drinking coffee and eating biscuits had also in their eyes and carriage something not altogether degraded below the level of a man’ (514). [13:  H.G. Wells, Anticipations (New York: Harper: 1902), 220.] 

All the same, in ‘The Land Ironclads’ being a warrior has become so simple it doesn’t take an engineer anymore: ‘Meanwhile, with something of the mechanical precision of a good clerk posting a ledger, the riflemen moved their knobs and pressed their buttons…’ (512). Wells had foreseen that one day, making war would be like playing a video game.


That said, Wells’s reputation as a prophet is perhaps not as secure in military matters as elsewhere in his body of work. His restless impatience with many things in life has been well documented and will not be catalogued again here except to say that this habit of mind also had a negative effect on his military thinking. Jane Wells was left to coordinate and collate his projects, many of them simultaneous and disparate, while her husband flitted from project to project as the mood suited him.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  David C. Smith, H.G. Wells: Desperately Mortal (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 31 & 59.] 

R.T. Stern has made the point that Wells did not have the patience to take the time to research some of the military topics he chose to write on. He felt he already knew enough – despite no formal military training of his own. In 1900 he took on the idea of military cyclists which he thought were to become more integral to military strategy than they actually became. He argued publicly with experienced military planners and criticised military brass often. He was even critical of military reformers whom he saw as offering nothing more than insignificant reforms designed to perpetuate the traditional military establishment. This was classic Wells – the radical reformer and agitator. Like with his later Open Conspiracy, there was no time to lose; things had to change drastically and they had to start changing now.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  R.T. Stearn, ‘Wells and War: H.G. Wells’s Writings on Military Subjects Before the Great War’, Wellsian, 6 (Summer 1983), 1-15 (5).] 

As has been said, technically the land ironclads are not tanks as we think of them because they lack tracks, turrets and machine guns; however they do represent a valid line of thought about armoured warfare designed to ‘open out’ trench stalemates. Wells’s ironclads would not have worked; a pedrail based armoured vehicle did in fact reach the experimental stage around 1915 but was ultimately rejected because of weight restrictions.[footnoteRef:16] However, the fundamental point is that Wells’s devices were ironclads that protected their crews by armour and this was a new and practical idea in 1903, especially when one considers the advent of the machine gun. [16:  Macksey and Bachelor, 21.] 

Wells overstated the use of bicycles as assault vehicles in ‘The Land Ironclads’; however motorised bicycles were to become a standard piece of equipment in the German army’s Jaeger zu Pferde (mounted dispatch riders),[footnoteRef:17] a branch of which a young Austrian corporal, Adolf Hitler, belonged. During the Third Reich, motorcycle units existed within the NSDAP organisation as well as in the German army. In 1929 Martin Bormann organized Nazi party members with motorcycles (and automobiles) into the SA-affiliated NSAK, which would later evolve into the NSKK, or Nationalsozialistisches Kraftfahrkorps. These troops assisted the armed forces in training drivers and in practical transportation activities. By 1945 there existed nearly 200 separate Motorstandarten units across Germany. These troops even helped resettle the so-called ‘Volksdeutche’ from ‘liberated’ areas in the conquered eastern lands.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Eric J. Johansson, Pickelhauben (Spike Helmets) (Independence: H.S.M. Publications, 1982), 130-31.
]  [18:  John R. Angolia and David Littlejohn, NSKK / NSFK Uniforms, Organization & History (San Jose: Bender, 1994), 11-18.] 

Bicycles were also used by the invading Japanese forces in Malaysia and Indonesia. However, a bicyclist cannot deal with rough ground and cannot easily take cover – nor aim a rifle while riding. Horses were not widely used during the Second World War except on the Eastern Front, and the Wehrmacht wisely maintained its corps of farriers for more than just parades through the Brandenburg Gate, Danzig and Warsaw. The legendary springtime thawed mud of Russia caused innumerable headaches for the highly mechanised German army, which horses could negotiate more easily.
Another interesting and perhaps less appreciated detail in ‘The Land Ironclads’ was that the war correspondent carried chocolate in his pocket. Chocolate was indeed a standard item for field troops and its best ‘attributes’ were actually perfected by the Germans. ‘Scho-Ka-Kola’ chocolate was (and is) loaded with sugar and caffeine, ideal for keeping snipers or sentries awake at their posts, and was commonly used by field troops during the Second World War needing to be on the alert. It is still available today and comes with warnings for consumption by children and the elderly.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  See the company web site at <http://www.schokakola.de>.] 


Steel Lords of War

A genuinely secret weapon is not impossible. Historically, for instance, gas was used in 1915, the tank itself by 1916 and atom bombs in 1945. Tanks were indeed more effective in the First World War than some historians suppose, as Richard Holmes pointed out in a lecture in Guernsey in May 2002. Slow, and vulnerable to artillery, they were not war 
winning weapons, but they could in 1916-18 always, many times at heavy cost, ensure the rupture of a trench system. Indeed, the prospect of facing enormous fleets of American tanks in 1919 probably helped induce the Germans to call for an armistice.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Corelli Barnett, The Swordbearers (London: Eyre and Spotiswoode, 1963), 354 & 349.] 

The first appearance of the ‘land dreadnoughts’ in the First World War was met with actual laughter – from both sides. But the giggling stopped as their brutal effectiveness quickly became clear, as was outlined by Charles Keller in 2002.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Charles R. Keller II, ‘H.G. Wells and the Great War for Civilization’ Wellsian, 25 (2002), 3-11.] 

Colonel Frederick Palmer described the first onslaught thus:

While the tank’s machine guns blazed right and left, some of the Germans managed to creep along the trenches under the forelegs and hindlegs of the crouching beast. Then they swarmed over it, looking for an opening through which to strike at its vitals. They fired their rifles into joints and bombed it all over, but to no more avail than burglars trying to reach the inside of a battleship turret with a jimmy.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Francis Whiting Halsey, The Literary Digest History of the World War, III (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1919), 280-281.] 


Wells’s opinion of the tank varied from time to time. Anticipations mentions the ‘land ironclad’ idea a full two years before his ‘little war’ of armour being discussed here. But in 1901 he did not value them very highly:

To such possibilities even of a sort of land ironclad, my inductive reason inclines; the armoured train seems, indeed, a distinct beginning of this sort of thing, but my imagination proffers nothing but a vision of wheels smashed by shells, iron tortoises gallantly rushed by hidden men, and unhappy marksmen and engineers being shot at as they bolt from some such monster overset. The fact of it is, I detest and fear these thick, slow, essentially defensive methods, either for land or sea fighting.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Wells, Anticipations, 206-07.] 


But to his credit, Wells had anticipated the potential of the Blitzkrieg even in 1901:

I believe invincibly that the side that can go fastest and hit hardest will always win, with our without or in spite of massive defences, and no ingenuity in devising the massive defence will shake that belief.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Wells, Anticipations, 206-07.] 


1903 brought a change of heart in ‘The Land Ironclads’ and again in 1916 he wrote affectionately of them in Italy, France and Britain at War:

So soon as the big guns are out, the tanks will advance, destroying machine guns, completing the destruction of the wire, and holding prisoners immobile… I write it with a defiant eye on Colonel Newcome – properly handled, these land ironclads are going to do very great things in shortening the war, in pursuit, in breaking up the retreating army. Give the air ascendancy, and I am utterly unable to imagine any way of conclusively stopping or even greatly delaying an offensive thus equipped. […] The Tanks remove the last technical difficulties in our way to decisive victory and a permanent peace….[footnoteRef:25] [25:  H.G. Wells, Italy, France and Britain at War (New York: Macmillan, 1917), 156 & 164.] 


Tanks first went into action on 15 September 1916. But no matter who was really ‘responsible’ for the tank, Wells’s name was usually invoked when writers described these new, strange and terrible weapons to a war-weary public:

The new juggernauts, as one editor called them, had ‘all the ear-marks of having burst full into the fray out of the pages of Mr. H.G. Wells, or M. Jules Verne. They were again described as ‘land-dreadnoughts,’ ‘mobile fortresses,’ ‘steel tortoises,’ ‘pre-historic monsters,’ and ‘toads of vast size.’”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Halsey, The Literary Digest History of the World War, III, 282.] 


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig was not slow to appreciate the advantages of the tank, despite Kitchner having already declared them ‘mechanical toys.’[footnoteRef:27] However, by the 1920s  [27:  H.G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain (since 1866) (New York: Macmillan, 1934), 584.] 

and 1930s, the defeated Germans thought harder about tanks than the Allies. The debate concerned tactics; should tanks be used in mass, or spaced out amid the infantry?
The interwar years brought yet another change of heart for Wells. In The Way the World is Going (1928) he reprinted an article, ‘Changes in the Arts of War’, first published on 6 March 1927. In this not very perceptive piece, he argued that the British Army was obsessed with the tank, though it did not handle them well in the First World War. He concluded that a tank rush in 1927 was as out of date as were cavalry charges in 1913. He wrote that tanks might be stopped by ‘trailing land torpedoes, gas-poisoned belts or zones of sudden flame.’ He believed J.B.S. Haldane and his colleagues could easily find other ways in which to stop tanks ‘in a month or so.’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  H.G. Wells, The Way the World is Going (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Doran, 1929), 152.] 

He did admit with not a little bit of sarcasm that tanks might work in the future if other armies were as reactionary as the British but it would be impossible to conceal military concentrations from aerial observation. The USSR, helped perhaps by German science, might be more progressive and resort to gas and biological warfare to stop tanks. This idea has an odd look at the beginning of the 21st century. But his case against the tank here was that it had ceased to be the truly revolutionary weapon that it had been in 1916; more especially it had become as dangerously traditional a weapon as the horse-mounted cavalry and their ornate dress sabres – and therefore obsolete.
However, by 1942 Wells seemed to have changed his mind again. He accepted that tanks were valuable and concluded that tanks and aircraft had evolved and were not really invented by anyone, no doubt reflecting his unsuccessful recent litigation with Major General Sir Ernest Swinton, an ‘ill-advised old gentleman,’ who claimed to have invented the tank. Wells thought the weapon had evolved from the Roman tactic called testudo, which was to place shields close side by side and above their heads to protect themselves from enemy arrows and rocks, but to allow their swords to protrude. But it was 19th century improvements in metallurgy which made the caterpillar tractor possible and that in turn helped inspire Wells’s pedrail land ironclads.
The truth is much as Wells alleged; tanks were invented by a powerful group of committees, which included Winston Churchill, Albert Stern, Murray Sueter, William Tritton, Ernest Swinton and others. The Axis dictatorships intelligently used the Spanish 


Civil War of 1936-39 to test new theories and equipment. On 8 March 1937, an Italian force launched what was later called a ‘blitzkrieg’ assault on the town of Guadalajara. Massed tanks and armoured cars opened the Spanish Republican front, but the Italians attacked in bad weather which grounded the supporting Spanish Nationalist Air Force and bogged down the tanks. The Republicans counterattacked and won a significant minor victory. The doctrinal results of the battle were important: French and Russian observers concluded that tanks should not be massed. The Germans, more realistically, thought that the Italian application was wrong and that the idea of the armoured group remained sound.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1961), Chapter 46.] 

Curiously, Marshal Petain, later the leader of ‘Vichy’ France and a man whom Wells detested, in the spring of 1939 had observed that,

On land, there does exist a means of halting a tank offensive; a combination of mines and anti-tank guns. What would happen to an offensive by tank divisions which encountered a defence composed of similar tank divisions, but ones which had been carefully deployed and had had time to work out a considered fire-plan on the chosen battlefield, on which anti-tank firepower was closely coordinated with natural obstacles reinforced by minefields?[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Eddy Bauer, World War II. (London: Orbis, 1972), Chapter 94.] 


Nonetheless, most armies used tanks generously in the Second World War. Germany defeated Poland and France (among others) in 1939-1940, less with superior tanks than with superior organization and Luftwaffe-Panzer-infantry coordination on a narrow front; the ‘blitzkrieg’ which, as was pointed out above, Wells, to his credit, had anticipated in 1901.
Though the Germans produced the best tanks, such as the Tiger, Panther and King Tiger, the Americans mass-produced the Sherman and won great victories because three of Patton’s Shermans could defeat one Tiger. The Sherman was also a convenient size to be transported by sea and to negotiate country roads and narrow bridges.
The best historical example of a small force of tanks wrecking an enemy army is provided by the destruction of the Italian forces, which lacked effective anti-tank guns, in Libya by Sir Archibald Wavell’s Matilda tanks in 1940-41. The campaign resembled more than any other Wells’s original conception.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Winston Churchill, Second World War, II (London: Cassell, 1949), Chapter 31.] 

The once inexorable ‘blitzkrieg’ was finally countered at Kursk in July 1943 in the largest tank engagement in history. The enormous German offensive was brought to a standstill by well-prepared and numerically superior Russian forces. Over nine days German forces failed to break through Soviet lines. Hitler called off the attack on 13 July and began moving troops back to the west; the Allies had landed in Sicily just three days earlier.[footnoteRef:32] Tanks, though until recently essential in serious battle, have never, since 1943, held quite their former dominating reputation. [32:  Ralph Zuljan, ‘World War II, The Battle of Kursk’, Suite 101 <http://www.suite101.com/article.cfm/world_war_2/27866>.] 

Wells recognised that the keys to victory in the First World War – and indeed in any war – were speed and the gaining and maintaining of aerial ascendancy. The Gulf War of 1991 proved this again to a new generation and conflicts since then have borne it out further. In future, wars and conflicts, death and terror will come (for the most part) from above. Wells foresaw that as science progressed, future wars would become one-sided – and that sums up fairly well the state of things here in the early 21st century; nuclear powers versus non-nuclear powers.
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