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Chapter X

Munitions of War

Of all wars waged by mankind at any time, whether in regard to materials used or in the variety of methods employed to destroy the enemy, none has been so remarkable as the present.

From this it is clear that the belligerent country which possesses developed industries . . . has a great advantage in the conversion of its machinery from manufacturing ordinary goods to the production of those necessary for an army in the field.

In this respect there can be no comparison with the Central Powers and the Allies and especially between Germany and Russia.  Germany calculated on the possibility of manufacturing everything required by the Army during war.  With this end in view she prepared an industrial mobilisation for many years.  In this she was greatly assisted by the majority of the small Powers of Europe and America placing all their war orders with the German works.  Thus she was able to develop and to increase the number of works manufacturing war materials.  Nevertheless, Germany’s calculations were inadequate and purely theoretical, for she herself passed through a sharp crisis in the supply of artillery munitions.  Russia’s system in this respect was diametrically opposed to her requirements.

On the experiences of the Japanese War, an average was taken of the numbers of guns, rifles, and cartridges required for a war of unknown duration; and a proportionate quantity of war and artillery materials was got ready in peace-time.  When, just prior to the war this stock of munitions had been prepared, the Government works were decreased, and even a part of the experienced workpeople were discharged.  So far as is known no plans had been formed for their mobilisation when war was declared.  Such were the conditions at the opening of the campaign.  With comparatively large stocks of munitions in hand, no refusals were given to the demands for rifle and artillery munitions in the first two months of the war . . . However, two months had not passed when a severe shortage appeared, especially in artillery munitions.  The most critical period was without doubt in 1915.  For months, batteries in action daily did not receive more than four shells per gun per day . . . An army corps would receive no more than 1,000 shells at one delivery, and would not know the date when another delivery would be made . . .

It might be supposed that the experiences of the Russo-Japanese War should have been a clear proof of the undeveloped state of our industries and of their inability to supply the Army with artillery requirements in case of serious campaigns.

During that war, which in substance was a Colonial war, we received a considerable quantity of artillery munitions from abroad . . . It was quite a different thing when from the beginning of the European War most of our frontiers were closed . . .

Troops receiving fresh supplies of rifles and ammunition from reserve stocks in the first months of the war were quite certain that this would be the case in the future, and consequently made no effort to collect the rifles, etc., from the field of battle.  Naturally enough if the battlefield remained in the hands of the enemy, there could be no thought of any salvage work.  It was only in the spring of 1915 that units were formed in every part of the Army specially to collect rifles, equipments, and munitions.

Already at this time some of the reinforcements had come forward unarmed, and even when they received their arms they were taken from the reserves being trained at the time.  Consequently there were not sufficient rifles for teaching the new formations.  It was also ascertained that our Government munition works could not supply enough rifles to cover these huge losses.  It was only then that the War Office hurriedly searched for means of placing foreign orders.  Offers were plentiful, especially from America . . . 

Along with this the Ministry of War began to develop the productiveness of the Government Works as far as possible, but here the hindrance was the shortage in machinery and the very small quantities that the works in the interior could produce of this machinery.  At the same time we turned to our Allies for help, asking them to let us have rifles, even of the older pattern, so as to enable us to arm our reserves while they were being trained . . .

At the end of 1915 our troops in the firing line were using Russian, Austrian, Japanese, and also a comparatively small quantity of so-called Mexican rifles.  Troops in the rear . . . were also armed with types received from France, England,and Italy, and also with our Berdan rifles . . .

In 1915 there was a great shortage in cartridges, and the troops were smothered with circulars and orders demanding economy in their use.  But at this period, on a front of 1,300 kilometres, owing to the proximity of the opposing forces, firing, especially at the first stages of position warfare, went on nearly the whole of the twenty-four hours . . . 

Certainly the greatest and saddest influence on the progress of military events was the shortage in the artillery, and especially in artillery ammunition . . .  In December 1914 the replacement of worn-out guns met with a certain amount of hindrance.  To surmount this difficulty we had to resort to the measure of reducing all our field batteries from eight to six guns per battery, sending back to the rear the guns weeded out, repairing them and forming a park from which we could replace the others as they became worn-out.  This measure could only afford a temporary relief to the situation . . . This crisis in the field artillery of the Russian Army lasted right up to then end of 1916, gradually losing its severity . . .

Much more difficult was the question of heavy artillery . . . if the Russian artillery had a shortage in field-gun shells, the lack of shells for the heavier guns was even more pronounced.  In 1915, cases were known where heavy batteries were sent to the rear ostensibly for repair, but actually because of lack of ammunition for them . . . 

By the end of November 1914 the Germans were using a 12-inch gun in field battles, whilst we had nothing heavier than a 6-inch gun till the spring of 1916. 
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