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REVOLUTION IN WARFARE
INOVATION IN THE GERMAN ARMY, 1914-1918

By Arnold Blumberg

The Kaiser’s army struggled to come up with countermeasures to combat the 
Allied use of tanks and strong man-made defenses in World War One. One of 
their solutions was to develop anti-tank weapons and Stormtrooper tactics. 
Hoping to revive the flagging Somme Offensive launched in July 1916, the British 
initiated another major operation on September 15. Spearheading the new ef-
fort were tanks, a British secret weapon designed to crush the German barbed-
wire and machine-gun laced trench systems that had brutally resisted all Allied 
attempts to end the bloody stalemate on the Western Front.

T he introduction of the tank proved a complete 
surprise to the Germans. The small number of 
underpowered steel behemoths failed to deliver 
the promised breakthrough for the Allies, but the 

Germans realized they would see more of these vehicles 
in the future. Therefore there had to be plans set in mo-
tion to combat the new threat. A complete list of German 
antitank tactics and weapons can be found in an online 
article I wrote here: http://bit.ly/2ouCChM

In its quest to find a way to break the deadly stalemate 
on the Western Front, the German Army in 1915 cre-
ated small experimental infantry units armed with trench 
mortars, flamethrowers, small assault cannon, and light 
machine-guns. Their purpose was to create gaps in enemy 
trench systems large enough for conventional forces to pass 
through, leading to the resumption of a war of maneuver. 
Thus was born the Stormtrooper. From this modest begin-
ning, by May of the next year sixteen Sturmbataillonen ("as-
sault battalions") were in existence in the German Army. 
Numbering 1,400 men, each battalion was divided into up 
to five Sturmkompagnien ("assault companies") of 270 of-
ficers and enlisted men each, supported by a machine-gun 
company sporting 12 machine-guns, an artillery company 
equipped with four 76mm artillery pieces, a mortar com-
pany with eight such weapons, and a flamethrower section 
with 12 flamethrowers.  A pioneer company, used to clear 
battlefield obstacles, such as barbed wire, was soon added.  
The troops were armed with the short-barrel Mauser Car-
bine as their personal weapon.

Stormtrooper doctrine emphasized the concept of 
Stosskraft (“shock” or “impact”) and Nahkampf (close 
combat) tactics rather than the pre-war theory of Feuer-
kraft (‘firepower”) tactics. Open order movement, using 
every bit of cover the ground might provide (e.g. shell 
holes, trenches, reverse slopes, etc) was mandatory.  In-

fantry attacks whenever possible were to be conducted 
in short bounds. Great flexibility was a�orded to the 
attacking troops allowing their discretion to be used in 
exploiting any opportunities presented by the current 
combat situation. The accurate use of hand grenades 
was stressed as vital in combat. Aggression, with a de-
fault of advancing in case of trouble, was considered 
key to tactical movement in battle.

While the grenade was considered crucial for o�ensive 
tactics in trench warfare, Stormtroopers were taught 
that in the defense the best weapon was machine-guns 
and rifles. Integral to any e�ective defense of a position 
was the mandate that a counterattack had to immedi-
ately follow any enemy incursion into friendly lines. For 
this purpose, a reserve had to be held in hand to initiate 
such a counter move against the enemy. 

Regarded as the Stormtrooper’s bible, Der Angri� im 
Stellungskrieg, or “The Attack in Position Warfare”, Part 
14 of the Manual of Positional Warfare for All Arms ap-
peared in January 1918 and put forth the German Ar-

A map with deployment zones for the scenarios.
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my’s doctrine of Angri�sschlacht, or “attack o�ensive”. 
Among its precepts was the requirement that attacks be 
made on narrow fronts with limited objectives. Artillery 
support was crucial in order to suppress enemy artillery, 
destroy opposing defensive works, provide “creeping 
barrages” to help the infantry advance and defend cap-
tured ground. Machine-guns and artillery, especially 
light mountain guns, were to accompany the attacking 
soldiers as they advanced forward.

Significant emphasis was placed on keeping the attack 
going, even allowing the foremost units as much leeway 
as possible in determining the extent of the penetration. 
When a breakthrough occurred, the boldest decision 
was always considered the best course of action.

As the First World War progressed, the race between 
Allied technical innovation (i.e. tanks and improved 
artillery firepower) and German Stormtrooper tactics 
ran apace. Both were designed to break the stalemate 
trench warfare had imposed on the Western Front and 
restore mobility to the battlefield. Fortunately for the 
Allies, they won that critical contest.

ACHTUNG TANKS! BATTLE FOR FONTAINE 
AND BOURLON WOOD, NOVEMBER 23, 1917
This scenario represents a portion of the Battle of Cam-
brai  (November 20-December 17, 1917), specifically 
the action on November 23rd conducted by the 51st 
Infantry Division to retake the town of Fontaine, and 
Bourlon village and wood. Initiated three days earlier, 
the British had made significant in roads into the Ger-
man defensive barrier known as the Hindenburg Line. 
The use of 400 tanks, the largest employment of that 
weapon as yet in the war, made this initial success 
possible. German counterattacks had retaken the im-

portant town of Fontaine. The plan for the 23rd was 
for three infantry divisions (51st, 40th, and 36th) sup-
ported by 92 tanks and a large contingent of artillery to 
retake Fontaine (designated as Town # 1 on the game 
map), as well as Bourlon village (#7) and wood (#I). 

At 10:10 AM artillery barrages fell on the German defend-
ers in front of Fontaine. When the barrage lifted, British 
tanks began to advance followed by supporting infantry. 
Enemy artillery fire was light, but German machine-gun 
and rifle fire from both flanks was heavy inflicting many 
casualties on the British Tommies.

British Initial Setup
Elements of 152 Infantry Brigade (two companies of 
the Gordon Highlanders), and 12 tanks (eight MK IV 
“Males”, and four MK IV “Females”) from Tank Battal-
ion H start the scenario in village #4.

Reinforcements: None

German Initial Setup
One German Infantry Company in Wood # I;
One German Infantry Company in Wood # IV;
One German Infantry Company (from Reserve Infantry 
Regiment 52, 107th Infantry Division) in Town #1

Reinforcements: Game Turn 2. Two truck-mounted 
75mm anti-tank guns from K.Flak Battery #7 placed on 
game map at Town # 3

Special Rules
1. The British Player may issue two artillery barrages on 

turn 1 on any German positions on the game map;
2. The German Player may deliver one artillery bar-

rage on any British unit on Turn 1;
3. German infantry may make grenade attacks on 

enemy tanks;

Stormtroopers recapture the village.
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4. At the start of the German’s first Game turn he must 
designate which machine-guns are able to fire armor 
piercing rounds. No more than half of the German 
machine-guns has this capacity during the Game;

5. Tank Breakdowns. At the start of each British 
Game Turn the British Player rolls one D6. A re-
sult of 1 indicates one of his tanks - of the Player’s 
choice - may not move that turn due to a mechani-
cal breakdown. (It may fire its weapons that turn). 
At the start of the British Player’s next Game Turn 
he rolls a single D6. On a result of 1 through 4 the 
tank may move normally that turn;

6. British morale was a�ected by the performance of 
their tank comrades during the fighting for Fon-
taine. To reflect this, whenever there are no func-
tioning British tanks (i.e. those tanks which can nei-
ther move nor fire their weapons that Game Turn) in 
Town # 1, or in Wood #I, the firepower of the Brit-
ish infantry during that game Turn is reduced by ½.

7. Game Turns. There are 12 Game Turns in this 
scenario;

Victory Conditions
a. The British Player wins a decisive victory if they 

clear all German units from Town #1, Wood I, and 
Wood IV by end of scenario;

b. The  British Player wins a marginal victory if  he 
clears all German units from Town #1;

c. The German Player wins if the British Player does 
not achieve either victory condition a. or b. above.

By day’s end all the British tanks withdrew from Fontaine 
due to damage or lack of ammunition. Their infantry sup-
port was not able to overcome the fierce German machine-
gun fire issued by the defenders and retreated back to the 
British lines. At the conclusion of the Battle of Cambrai, 
Fontaine and Bourlon Wood were still in German hands.

BATTLE FOR GONNELIEU, NOVEMBER 30, 1917
On November 30, 1917, during the Battle of Cambrai, a 
typical combat employing Stormtrooper tactics was played 
out near the village of Gonnelieu. On that day the German 
2nd Battalion, 109th Infantry Regiment struck the British 
line held by the 11th Middlesex Battalion, 12th Infantry Di-

vision on Gonnelieu Ridge. After the enemy position was 
penetrated, the German advance was halted by enemy 
machine-gun fire; three separate English machine-gun po-
sitions pinned the regiment down. Friendly artillery support 
could not be called upon. The 5th Company, 110th Infan-
try Regiment, up to that time held in reserve, was tasked 
with knocking-out the enemy gun emplacements.

Initial British Setup
A company of British infantry in the trench line in front 
of Town # 5.

Reinforcements: None

German Initial Setup
One company of German infantry setup in Town # 4;

Reinforcements: One Company of German Infantry 
(5th Company, 110th Infantry Regiment) placed in 
Town # 4 on Game Turn 4.

Special Rules
1. On game Turn 1 through 4, the British Player may 

call in artillery barrages (one per Game Turn) on 
any German unit on the Game map;

2. On Game Turn 4 to Game Turn 10, the German 
Player may call in a single artillery barrage each 
turn on any British unit on the game map;

3. Only German units may employ Stormtrooper tac-
tics during the scenario;

4. Game Turns. There are 12 turns in this scenario;

Victory Conditions
The German Player wins by clearing any British units 
from the trench lines the latter held at the start of the 
game, and clears all British units from Town # 5 by 
the end of the game;

The British win the game if the German Player does 
not accomplish his above victory conditions.

As the 5th Company divided into separate squads, adjacent 
British positions to the left and right of the o�ending enemy 
machine-gun sites were targeted by regimental machine-
guns as well as a minenwerfer. The latter weapon also 
brought fire on the 5th Company’s objective. At the same 
time, German artillery started to drop ordnance in the im-
mediate rear of the o�ending British machine-guns.

The individual German infantry squads now commenced 
to work their way around the British defender’s positions, 
making short rushes from cover - to - cover each instant 
the minenwerfer dropped a shell on the English posi-
tions. Reaching the opposing trench line, a squad led by 
a veteran sergeant made its way along the line lobbing 
grenades at each British machine-gun they encountered. 
With the machine-guns silenced, the 109th Infantry Regi-
ment was able to reignite its advance on Gonnelieu. That 
town was taken by the regiment by nightfall the next day. 
Again, German combined arms tactics proved essential 
in order to carry-out a successful mission. WS&S

A British soldier expresses his opinion of the A7V.
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