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The Forgotten Americans during ‘Backs to the Wall’
by Terrence J Finnegan
Germany’s Operation Michael was arguably the
most decisive military operation of 1918. It was
subsequently followed by Operation Georgette,
a near fatal blow against exhausted Allied
forces fighting in the critical northern sectors
of the Western Front. The offensive changed the
landscape of major operations on the Western
Front and almost decided the war in favour
of the Central Powers. Operation Georgette
had pushed British forces back to Hazebrouck
with its important railway junction – putting
the Second Army’s line of communication at
serious risk. The subsequent ‘soldiers’ battle’
was given substance when Field Marshal Haig
published the 11 April 1918 Special Order
containing the immortal exhortation to his
armies, ‘There is no other course open to us
but to fight it out. Every position must be held
to the last man: there must be no retirement.
With our backs to the wall and believing in the
justice of our cause each one of us must fight
on to the end.’ (1) It also proved to be a decisive
week for the newly–arrived Americans on the
southern Woëvre front. Terrence Finnegan here
examines the actions in which the Americans
became involved.

Tinge of pride

The American 1st (‘Fighting First’) Division
arrived in the Woëvre under the command
of Major General Robert Lee Bullard and
defined how Americans, particularly those that
represented the Regular Army, were to hold
ground on the Western Front under the tactical
command of the French military, a first for the
Americans, having never served under foreign

Général Passaga and Major General Edwards
together enjoying the moment after the 26th Division
received honours for battles fought at the Woëvre.
The aide to Passaga is in the middle.
Courtesy Bob Ford

command in their history. The unfolding
deteriorating situation to the north spurred
Général Foch to telegram the French Mission
at Headquarters, Mirecourt on 29 March 1918:
‘By mutual agreement of the Commanders–in–
Chief, it has been decided that the American
1st Division shall participate in battle.’ Foch’s
direction was to the point – prepare for the
earliest possible relief of the 1st Division by the
American 26th Division.
General John J Pershing, Commander,
American Expeditionary Force (AEF), went
to the Woëvre on 7 April to meet with the
newly arrived 26th ‘Yankee’ Division under the
command of Major General Clarence Ransom
Edwards. Pershing summed up the moment:
the 26th Division was a ‘in quiet sector but
anxious for active employment.’ (2) The division
was National Guard from the north–east United
States; proudly tracing its warrior lineage back
to the defenders of the first colonialists and it
subsequently served throughout the history
of the nation. With the swap out, the French
VIIIe armée under Général Augustin Gérard
took command of the southern Woëvre. He
stood firm on a prevailing doctrine of holding
ground at all costs, labelled by combatants as
‘sacrifice positions.’ The Americans recognised
the severity of the test to adhere to the extreme
measures and, for what transpired that April in
the Woëvre, they exceeded expectations.
Commanding the Americans at the Woëvre
was the commander of the 32e corps d’armée,
Général Fénelon François Germain Passaga,
The swap out of the two divisions was a challenge
but in the end 50,000 men manoeuvred in and
out of the Woëvre with the 1st Division heading
north of Paris to assist Allied forces should
the German offensive achieve breakthrough.

Brigadier General George H Shelton commanded the
104th Infantry as a colonel during the first victorious
battle fought by Americans in the Great War.
Courtesy West Point

At the Woëvre a new twist came with the 26th
Division assuming responsibility for 18km of
front line that had been fiercely fought over
since 1914. 26th Division soldiers felt a tinge of
pride because ‘the French felt we were qualified
to assume the responsibilities.’ The 52nd
Brigade under Brigadier General Charles Cole
and Colonel George Shelton’s 104th Infantry
(Massachusetts) occupied the west sector at
Bois–Brûlé ridge.(3)

‘Post of Honour’

Bois–Brûlé ridge was a critical part of the
German defences on the southern Woëvre
and held at all costs. Colonel Shelton’s 104th
Infantry relieved 33e régiment d’infanterie
colonial of 10e division d’infanterie colonial
to allow the French to reinforce ongoing Allied
efforts against Operation Georgette. The 104th
Infantry, at the western boundary of the 26th
Division’s 18km front had the 3rd Battalion
occupying the front lines on the high ground of
Bois–Brûlé facing the German–held village of
Apremont. The poilus told the Americans that
Bois–Brûlé and the Apremont sector was known
as ‘The Post of Honour’ and had to be held.
Fighting at this portion of the southern Woëvre
front over the years was intense with the width
of no man’s land barely 100m. One trench led
directly into the German lines; the two sides
separated only by a sandbag barricade.(4)
The Germans saw the Americans at the front
as novices. They proceeded to unleash the war’s
most ghastly weapons – gas and high–explosive
– in addition to making continual raids. General
der Infanterie Karl Auler’s 5. Landwehr
Division knew the ground occupied by the 104th
Infantry intimately. They had been fighting 10e
division d’infanterie coloniale for over a year
at that location. Auler’s boss, Generalleutnant
Georg Fuchs, Armeeabteilung C, wanted action
now that American troops were entering the
area. Fuchs ordered planning for operations
against the Americans to commence, including
the possibility of Erstürmung – taking by assault.
(5)
Those responsible for planning the attack
by 5. Landwehr Division decided to replicate
the assault against the French that occurred in
the sector the previous month. It worked well
against experienced poilus so they didn’t expect
the inexperienced Americans to be any different.
The force was to comprise three Stosstrupp
kompagnien from 5. Landwehr Division’s
three regiments. Stosstruppen objectives were
to capture the three enemy lines in the Louvire
(eastern part of Apremont), Bois–Brûlé and
Côte 322, and to hold the captured positions at
all costs. The Stosstruppen attack force was to
include nine Sturmtruppen and forty Pioniere
configured into narrow columns known as
Trupps carrying six light machine guns for
additional firepower.(6)
Intelligence on German intentions came from
several sources. Aerial photography confirmed
that a number of German battery positions
opposite the US 104th Infantry appeared to be
modified to hold additional artillery. French
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Attention to the arriving Americans opposite 5. Landwehr Division shown in this aerial photograph of 5 April 1918 acquired by BayerischeFliegerabteilung 46b
LichtbildLb 46 (Photo) (FA 46b Lb) of the front lines. The line shows no man’s land. Courtesy BayerischesHauptstaatsarchiv, Abt. IV Kriegsarchiv, Munich

Section de Reperage Par le Son (SRS) sound–
ranging and flash–spotting units 28 and 35
reported on 9 April 1918 that a considerable
number of new German 105mm batteries and
a 150mm battery had come into the sector and
were firing for registration – further evidence
that an attack was being readied against 104th
Infantry positions opposite Bois–Brûlé and
Côte 322.(7)

‘Big doings around Apremont’

At 4.45am the entire front of the 104th Infantry’s
3rd Battalion and the right of the French lines
experienced a combined HE bombardment and
Gasschuss lasting nearly an hour, followed by
an attack in force on French positions. Colonel
John Sherburne at the 101st Field Artillery’s
poste de commandant (PC) near Vignot was
startled by a heavy cannonade and sensed the
situation in an instant. Finding that it was too
foggy to see signal rockets and that a brisk
fire was falling on front lines and batteries, he
observed German artillery changing their fire
pattern from counter–battery to barrage on the
American front lines. It was well known among
the veterans of the southern Woëvre front
that German artillery always put down heavy
fire on battery positions before beginning a
raid. Sherburne sensed that an infantry attack
was in progress and immediately ordered a
barrage. Alert 101st Field Artillery and 103rd
Field Artillery batteries opened fire across the
American front line. The initial heavy German
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artillery fire managed to cut all the wires from
battalion to the batteries. Despite the break
in communications the 101st Field Artillery
batteries of 75mm field guns started firing.
French batteries joined in, targeting the area
west of the Roman road. American 155mm
howitzers from the 103rd Field Artillery
fired on the second and third line of German
trenches. The barrage was on its way before
the infantry could get to the telephone to ask
for it and continued for an hour–and–a–half.
The attacking Stosstruppen (estimated at 800
soldiers) were literally caught in the wire by
the barrage and were compelled to retire –
their mission to reach the American third line
a complete failure.(8) It was heartening for the
Allies that American artillery had broken up
what appeared to have been a carefully–planned
attack in force. The American infantry, from
Colonel Shelton on down through the ranks,
were fulsome in their praise for the artillery
that day.(9)
From prisoners taken the Americans learned
that the attack was not over and further assaults
were planned. The Germans had anticipated
that the Americans were going to abandon
the first line. Instead, in keeping with Général
Gérard’s requirement for ‘sacrifice positions’
the 104th Infantry stayed in place assisted by
their artillery unleashing their effective barrage.
The ‘sacrifice position’ became the moniker of
American commitment to battle in the Woëvre
that month.

10 April was a testament to human courage
and selfless dedication. Seven Distinguished
Service Crosses (DSC) for valour were awarded
to seven soldiers and medics for rescuing
wounded soldiers and returning to dressing
stations at the front lines during the height of
the German artillery bombardment.(10) Corporal
Ernest LaBranche, 10 miles to the east with
Battery E, 102nd Field Artillery, concluded
his journal for the day, ‘Terrific barrage from
5.45 to 7.30 this morning. Big doings around
Apremont. We are successful. Bully for the
104th! ….We’ll have our turn yet.’(11)

Blinddarm and abgesprengten
Wäldchen

While the British Army was facing its severe
challenge at Hazebrouck, the 5. Landwehr
Division Stosstruppen were ordered to
execute a two–pronged attack for 12 April,
and given one day to rehearse. Blinddarm
(‘appendicitis’) was to strike to the right at
Bois–Brûlé and abgesprengten Wäldchen
(‘blasted wood’) was to proceed south out of
Apremont. Stosstruppen, as gleaned from
prisoner interrogations, intended to widen their
advanced combat zone to be able to make better
use of 5. Landwehr Division’s first position.
Recuperating Stosstruppen deliberated on
what had gone wrong and how to put it right.
They knew that French and American wire was
partially destroyed at the time of the preceding
day’s raid, as well as being cut by hand that
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His squad was firing bombs so fast that the
mortar tubes became red hot. Then the Germans
located the trench mortar and bombarded the
area with HE. Three men next to Dickerman
were killed immediately – Sergeant Dickerman
received forty–five separate wounds losing his
right leg and left eye.(16)

Sergeant John A Dickerman receives his Croix de
Guerre for heroic action at Apremont in 1928 from
Général Passaga. Courtesy Yankee Doings

Blinddarm and abgesprengten Wäldchen at Bois–Brûlé and Apremont. Courtesy The History Press

night. They sensed the Allies occupied the
forward line only sparsely. The best tactic they
surmised was to attack the same area without
artillery preparation to reduce enemy reaction
time. The operation now was planned by the
Stosstruppen themselves. Each Stosstrupp
Kompagnie reviewed the maps and worked
out details for the following day’s operation.
Better communication among the Kompagnien
was a priority. Reinforcements were to play a
greater role – aiding the Stosstruppen to drive
back counterattacks and fill in the remaining
positions that evening. The Erstürmung
involved 150 to 180 men, augmented by squads
of carriers supplying ammunition and tools
once their objective was reached.(12)
On the other side of the wire, 2nd Battalion,
104th Infantry received a message at 5.30pm
from the French battalion commander,
‘Expecting an attack on the Division. I have
taken the following dispositions: GC [a squad
size unit ranging from seven to twenty–five
soldiers] Messemer must be evacuated and
double GC Fanel … The positions will be
reoccupied one hour after daybreak.’(13)
At dawn on 12 April a thick mantle of fog
covered the land and once again not even
signal rockets, could be seen. There was no
German artillery fire to give warning and
barrage rockets were not observed. Stosstrupp

commander, Leutnant d R Verendes personally
stormed an American machine–gun nest and
overcame the unit in the trench. Verendes
was awarded the Ritterkreuz mit Schwertern
des Hohenzollernschen Hausordens.(14) The
majority of Americans learned of the attack
in progress when the PC communicated at
5.00am that Stosstruppen were occupying the
front line Chauvin and Dauer trenches. It was
too late to lay down a barrage in front of the
first wave. The only unit to see indications of an
attack in progress was Sergeant Marty Joyce’s
101st Trench Mortar Battery (TMB) which laid
down an effective barrage with their 6–inch
Newton trench artillery, holding off the main
body of the attacking forces until the American
artillery commenced ten minutes later. One
104th Infantry soldier later acknowledged
that ‘The 101st TMB saved our necks – we
will lug bombs for them forever.’(15) Sergeant
John A Dickerman of Headquarters Company,
104th Infantry, had two 3–inch Stokes mortars
cleverly camouflaged, providing supporting fire
as a preliminary to any countercharge coming
from the Americans’ second line. After three
minutes Stokes mortar fire, Dickerman was
supposed to move to a safer position to allow
field artillery to commence with a rolling
barrage. Dickerman remained in his position
firing trench mortar bombs at the Stosstruppen.

The German attack extended across the entire
front of the 2nd Battalion into the adjacent
French lines, causing French forces to be driven
back. The absence of accurate observation
meant the artillery commenced fire on the
German front line where reinforcements and
resupply were assumed to be concentrating.
The barrage continued until the fog cleared,
then fire commenced for an hour against
observed portions of the American front line
trenches that were occupied by Stosstruppen.
The French artillery observation post at
Liouville proved its worth. Général Gérard
personally approved 101st Field Artillery
personnel to control the battle from Liouville,
which overlooked the whole front line facing
Apremont and the adjoining Bois–Brûlé. This
opportunity of a lifetime for a field artilleryman
fell to Lieutenant Charles Furber. He now had
the ‘best seat in the house’ to view the entire
battle. Furber watched as Stosstruppen ran
across in twos and threes into what had been
the American trenches. He saw the Americans
building a sandbag barricade – known as the
Gooseneck – at the forward trench line opposite
Apremont while the Stosstruppen moved closer.
Suddenly he saw German helmets appear all
along their newly– occupied American trench.
Simultaneously American barrage rockets went
up from several points and the heads of the
Germans dropped below the trench line. At that
moment his failed telephone suddenly sprang to
life. Lieutenant Furber worked with one battery
after another directing fire towards trenches
wherever he saw Stosstruppen. American
artillery fired non–stop that day from 5.00am
until midnight.(17)
The 104th Infantry’s configuration against
the Trupps had Company F, 2nd Battalion,
holding the right front, Company E to the left
and Company H and Company G in support.
As the Trupps hit the French positions they
3
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A trench at Bois–Brûlé. Courtesy 103rd Infantry History

also struck Company E from the front, flank,
and rear – driving in on the centre. Their attack
reached the American trenches but they were
forced back to an old deserted trench. Near the
centre Lieutenant Knight of Company H led a
successful counterattack but was killed in the
ensuing struggle. More ground was recaptured
when Lieutenant Wilcox and members of
Company E, combined with Lieutenant
Edmunds of Company F, attacked Trupps in the
deserted trench, driving back the Germans and
taking twenty–four prisoners and three machine
guns.(18)
The 103rd Field Artillery’s 155mm battery
targeted German communication trenches and
provided counter battery fire. An ominous
development that plagued the 103rd Field
Artillery for the remainder of April were
‘drop–shorts’ (often resulting in ‘fratricide’),
immediately prompting the infantry to call on
batteries to lengthen their range. The culprit
was a single gun which on examination showed
a bulge, thus reducing its range and accuracy.(19)
A certain percentage of drop–shorts were to be
expected from supporting artillery, especially
where the opposing front lines were so close.
All the company commanders in the front line
complained repeatedly that although the normal
barrages invariably opened with remarkable
accuracy, they shortened after a few minutes of
firing, with friendly trenches being frequently
hit. The artillery liaison officer worked hard all
day to increase the range, and during 12 April,
the 75mm guns increased their range by 175m.
Because the guns were firing at extreme range,
many of them were badly ‘shot out’ and could
not maintain the range upon becoming heated.
There was no human error in this; in fact,
the gunners compensated for the mechanical
defects by ordering an increase in range of
50m after every three minutes of firing. The
progressive range distortion had serious
consequences a week later at Seicheprey.
4

‘They are getting my men’

A concerned Général Passaga arrived at PC
Rabiere at this moment to get an immediate
update on the battle and gauge first–hand his
novice Americans in battle. Passaga was visibly
worried at first, but as the battle proceeded he
left greatly reassured having seen first–hand
the Americans fighting and making a positive
difference.(20)
At noon Stosstruppen still occupied
American front lines at St Agnant. An hour later
they attacked Company F, but failed to take the
trench. At Bois–Brûlé, German reinforcements
advanced but were driven back. The Americans
noticed that French liaison between strongly
held locations was lacking and communication
among GC was not effective.(21) Later that
afternoon the French battalion commander
asked Major Harry L Doane, 2nd Battalion, to
assist them in their counterattack to regain the
lost positions. Doane tasked Captain Edward
J Connelly, Company G, to lead the American
attack. Connelly was a born leader, always at
the front of his men against the greatest danger.
He made a point of stripping his captain’s bars
from his tunic and going over the top. Connelly
was also a strict disciplinarian who expected
the most out of his soldiers.(22)
The Germans arriving in the trenches at
5.00pm were almost immediately discovered
and attacked in the front line east of the Bois–
Brûlé by the Americans who, at certain points,
penetrated the unoccupied intervals of the
third line and mopped it up from the inside.
Further west in the woods the French attack
also met isolated groups, which withdrew,
were destroyed or surrendered. No German
reinforcements arrived; at least those who
were subsequently captured did not see any.(23)
Captain Connelly received a message by runner
from Major Doane at 5.05pm, ‘If at [6.00pm]
the French have not taken the point marked
on the sketch, and you are not in liaison with

them, the following will take place at [7.00pm].
Two platoons of the French will counterattack
on the plain both sides of Boyau de Cannon
Revolver. You with two platoons will assist by
counterattack on the plain astride of Frontil
trench and Boyou Messemer. This must be
done at a rush. The number of the enemy is not
known. After attack, return to trench Frontil
and hold. Will let you know details as soon as
possible. Doane.’ The combined counterattack
was launched at 7.00pm and its result was
stated in the message ‘4/12 – 1930, to CO 2nd
Battalion. Two platoons Company G went over
the top at [7.00pm]. Cleaned up two boyaus. No
Germans there but dead ones. Only one casualty
known so far – Private Perdnea, Company G.
Connelly.’(24) Company G returned to trench
Frontil and held the line.
Lieutenant E E Phillips commanding
Company E, alerted Major Doane that he needed
ammunition and barrage signals. The Germans
now occupied Chauvin Trench but Phillips’
GC was fighting to keep them out of the next
trench. Then Allied artillery started bombarding
his area – Phillips called for help getting the
word to them and requested that an artillery
observer come forward. He also mentioned
German minenwerfer were making their
situation more precarious. ‘They are getting my
men. Phillips.’ The attack came, ‘leaning on the
barrage.’ As in previous attacks in force on this
front, the French right was driven back to the
support line, leaving Messemer and Carcupine
Trenches under German control and putting
at risk Company E’s left flank. The 104th
Infantry’s 2nd Battalion used all weapons at
their disposal including the bayonet to stop the
attack. At the Gooseneck the assault was more
easily broken up; the terrain was more open
and the trenches in better shape for defending.
Many Stosstruppen remained in the abandoned
trenches and continued to attack but they ended
up withdrawing. On one part of the advance
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the Stosstruppen almost encircled Company
E’s 4th Platoon. Just as they were tightening
their grip Company G arrived and helped drive
the Germans back. Major Doane received
another message. ‘Am holding on same line
as French. Send, if possible, artillery observer.
Hope we will stay. Phillips.’ That night Major
Doane and Lieutenant Phillips exchanged
heartfelt messages. ‘Have made arrangements
for Chauvin trench to be swept by MG fire all
night. Think that will hold them down. Buck
up! Doane.’ Phillips replied, ‘I thank you. It will
be a good idea. It will keep them busy. Men are
tired but when I was down for the counterattack
they were smiling. Phillips.’(25)
Corporal LaBranche made the observation
on 12 April, ‘Guns are booming all the time
… And they call this a quiet sector … C’est la
guerre!’(26)

13 April 1918

As promised by Major Doane, guns from 101st
Machine Gun Battalion arrived and swept the
forward trenches throughout the night. The
Germans replied with a short artillery barrage.
Stosstruppen then attacked driving the French
back from their forward positions, prompting
the French to request a second counterattack.
Most of the supporting troops of the battalion
had been in the line for nearly 24 hours and a
request for withdrawal was made. Lieutenant
Phillips urgently replied, ‘For God’s sake don’t
pull them [Company G] out. There are not
enough men to hold it if you do.’ Company E
was holding a front of over 1,200m, most of it
in the woods. The absence of effective liaison
with the French now became an issue. They did
not know that the Stosstruppen had been driven
out by the second counterattack, so they called
for a third counterattack at 8.30am. Fortunately,
this order was rescinded. Major Doane notified
Captain Connelly that morning that concern
over fratricide still remained. ‘Each gun will fire
one test shot at [8.30am]. Watch these on your

front and report how far from you.’ Connelly
replied with the news Doane was hoping for.
‘Have no map here of sector, but Company G
has covered Frontil [Trench] as far as part taken
yesterday. Company E has had about thirty men
mixed in. They are now on our right, but there
has been quite a gap that I have filled with the
balance of Lt. Heiser’s platoon, and connection
established. I and my officers were on the line
all night. Men are tired. Condition of trenches
very bad in many places, owing to shelling.
Wounded and dead should be taken out at
once. Litters needed. French patrols just came
through and now in liaison with us. Germans
evacuated GC Messemer and GC Carcupine
after our last attack. All clear now. Connelly.’
Instructions were given to hold Cote 322 south
of Apremont come what may. During the night
Company I and Company K of 3rd Battalion
were sent to occupy the support line, a platoon
from each being sent to Company G and
Company E respectively during the morning
to allow their worn out men some rest. At
noon Lieutenant Phillips confirmed the Allies
were linked. ‘Capt Connelly has got through
to the French and are now connected up. Have
received 1 platoon Company K and four squads
of MGs. Company E men must be relieved.
They are falling asleep on sides of trenches and
can hardly be awakened. Phillips.’(27)
The Apremont affair exemplified the best of
individual soldiery. One replacement, Private
Glenn Hill of Michigan, decided for himself
to join Lieutenant Phillips’ Company E. The
replacement unit had assigned Hill to another
company, who declared that he was missing.
Despite the confusion, (and having in effect
not followed orders) Hill learned fast. He
participated in one counterattack and killed two
Germans with the bayonet – later apologising to
Lieutenant Phillips for not having handled the
bayonet correctly in the struggle!(28)
Chaplain 1st Lieutenant John B DeValles, a
native of St Michael in the Azores, recognized

that there was a serious shortage of stretcher
bearers and departed immediately for Vignot.
DeValles assembled the 104th Regimental Band
under the command of Band Leader Ralph M
Dawes, gave them a pep talk and requested
their help. Dawes’ entire band volunteered to
assist the medical corps as stretcher bearers
and departed immediately to the front lines
under constant shellfire. One of the regiment’s
medical officers, Captain Hardwick: ‘During
the latter part of the battle, I visited the line and
while there the bandsmen came in bringing their
litters loaded with wounded. They had toiled
all day without respite amid shell fire and had
stopped neither for rest nor food.’ Sometimes
they collapsed from the effort. ‘Their hands had
given out under the strain but rather than give
up the work, these plucky fellows had wound
their wrists with wire [acquired from the signal
corps] and the litter hung from loops into which
its ends were twisted. This wire had worn away
the bandage that for a time had protected the
flesh beneath so that now the blood dripped
down from the cuts it had made in the skin.’
On his deathbed in 1920, Chaplain DeValles
received the DSC for his heroic effort that day.
(29)

The first victorious American battle

Major General Edwards praised the 104th
Infantry’s accomplishments that week with,
‘Message from Division Commander says he
appreciates highly the gallantry of this battalion.
Notify all. Hold on tight. One company supports
coming in tonight. Relief tomorrow night.’
The 104th Infantry suffered 200 casualties, 60
killed and 140 wounded. It lost two prisoners,
one each from the 2nd and 3rd Battalions –
one private, Pat Mean, wounded in the battle,
got lost, went down the wrong boyau and was
captured.(30) German prisoners were taken, the
largest number taken by the Americans to date.
The 104th Infantry held the ground and at no
time did they lose a single foot of trench. French

Four heroes of Apremont honoured with the Croix de Guerre. Chaplain Lieutenant John de Valles is on the left. Captain Edward J Connelly is on the right. The two in
the middle are unidentified. Courtesy NARA
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Bois–Brûlé showed General Gérard that Americans fighting in the forward line made the ultimate difference. Aerial coverage at the time of battle was acquired by FA
46b Lb. Courtesy Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Abt. IV Kriegsarchiv, Munich

recognition of the impressive accomplishment
by the 104th Infantry resulted in 117 men being
awarded the Croix de Guerre. For the first time
in the history of the United States Army an
American regiment was decorated en masse by
an appreciative foreign government. The three–
day battle in the trenches south of Apremont
was the first victory of American arms in the
war.
Général Gérard’s VIIIe armée staff were
the first to prepare an assessment on what
transpired at Bois–Brûlé. ‘Lateral liaison
between first line French and American units
seems not to be carried out always in the most
satisfactory manner,’ was the first statement
of Gérard’s memorandum. The American
battalion commander ‘did not seem to know the
exact boundaries of his sector.’ The subsequent
lack of coordination between French and
Americans culminated in major problems
on 12 April. The lack of liaison made the
counterattacks attempted by the 10e division
d’infanterie colonial more difficult.(31) On a
positive note, Bois–Brûlé did show Gérard that
American fighting in the forward line made the
ultimate difference. It was time to extend that
example throughout his VIIIe armée sector.
‘Sacrifice positions’ became the watch words
to operations at the front. Such terminology
resonated with the spirit of Verdun – they shall
not pass.(32)
In turn, Colonel Fox Conner, AEF G–3,
at Chaumont conducted a review of the
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engagement for General Pershing on 16 April
1918. Colonel Conner’s report to Pershing
criticised the fighting ability of the 104th
Infantry, implying the 26th Division as a
whole. His comments focused on the defective
American system of liaison between front line
officers and the battalion commander at the
PC. The French counterattack did not include
the Americans since there was a linguistic
communication breakdown – a sore point with
Colonel Conner, fluent in French. The bottom
line from Conner’s report to Pershing was that
the discipline of the 104th Infantry battalion
was not great. ‘…the action seemed to depend
more upon individuality of the men than on
organisation.’ (33)
Soldiers within the four 26th Division
regiments had their own assessment. At Bois–
Brûlé the French admitted that the Germans
could come over and take prisoners at will –
in fact, they always considered the outposts
as sacrifice men. This was not acceptable to
the Americans. The 104th Infantry withstood
specially trained enemy troops for four days
and captured prisoners themselves, instead of
surrender when the going got tough.(34)
Prisoner interrogations from the Germans
clearly indicated that their attack was deemed
unsuccessful since not one American prisoner
was captured (they did not know of the two
mentioned). German soldiers taken prisoner
agreed that this operation as conceived and
carried out was doomed to failure.

Japanese Praise and the Croix de
Guerre

A most unlikely testament to the 104th
Infantry’s gallantry at Bois–Brûlé and
Apremont was published by the former
Lieutenant Furber, while on a post–war visit
to Japan, where he attended a forum presented
by a Japanese army officer on American forces
in the war. ‘Personally I do not agree with
other military critics who have picked various
events as the turning point of the war, such as
the second battle of the Marne, etc. I myself
consider of the utmost importance an obscure
and comparatively unknown engagement at
Apremont in the Toul sector. To explain: The
military world, and particularly the Boche,
freely asserted the belief that the American
soldier would amount to very little in the war;
first, because he wouldn’t arrive soon enough or
in sufficient numbers, and second, because he’d
be inadequately trained. Especially he would
never grasp the technical intricacies of modern
artillery. At Apremont the Hun attempted
to prove this to the world; to show up the
inexperienced American troops, then for the first
time holding a complete sector without close
French supervision. The result was a complete
boomerang, the American artillery showing not
only great accuracy and speed in firing, but an
unexpected ability to outguess the opposition.
Thus, what was intended to be a heavy blow
to the American morale, and therefore to the
Allied cause, turned out to be the strongest of

The Western Front Association Stand To! No. 104

Général Passaga decorating 104th Infantry’s colours with the Croix de Guerre. Courtesy NARA

Croix de Guerre, a red and green ribbon with a bronze cross. This was the first time in history that a foreign power had decorated the flag of an American regiment.
Courtesy NARA
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notices that the troops from the United States
must be reckoned with as a powerful factor.’(35)
That assessment is perhaps beyond irony in the
light of events twenty years later!
Media coverage of the battle was
overshadowed by the critical campaigns
underway to the north. The American soldier’s
paper, Stars and Stripes, did publish an
account on 3 May, ‘When the Colors were
Decorated.’ Général Passaga’s 14 April, 1918
citation honoured the 104th Infantry: ‘On
April 12th, just past, the enemy supported by
powerful artillery, made an attack in force on
the lines held by the left of the Twenty–Sixth
American Division and the right of the 10e
division d’infanterie colonial … In the course
of the engagement, thanks to the vigorous and
repeated counterattacks of the Americans and
of our Colonials, the enemy, in spite of his
superiority in numbers, was thrown back from
several trench positions where he had gained
a foothold, and left in our hands more than
forty prisoners and a large number of dead.
During the fight, carried on under a severe
bombardment, the American troops gave proof
not only of their splendid courage, which we
know, but also of a brotherhood in arms which
was absolutely and ever present. With such
defenders as these the cause of liberty is sure
to triumph.’(36)
Years later Général Passaga reflected that
‘The enemy was not slow in giving them the
chance to measure sword with him. He was
eager to recognise his new foe, and to make
an impression on him, by severe lessons. The
Stosstuppen (shock troops), appeared at once
between the Moselle and Saint–Mihiel. Their
luck was out, every time, they left corpses upon
the ground, and prisoners in the hands of the
Americans. One of these attacks prepared and
supported by much artillery was particularly
fierce. It fell upon the 104th Massachusetts
Infantry Regiment. This unit, during three days
of battle, April 10th, 12th and 13th, fought
gallantly, and inflicted upon the enemy a bitter
defeat. I was especially pleased, to be able to
mention the regiment officially in the XXXII
Corps orders. Thenceforward, American
soldiers, whether they belong originally to
the Regular army, the National guard, or the
National army, gave me always proofs of
admirable valour.’(37)
For its gallantry in this action Général
Passaga decorated the regimental colors of
Colonel Shelton’s 104th Infantry at the parade
field near Boucq with the Croix de Guerre,
a red and green ribbon with a bronze cross.
This was the first time in history that a foreign
power had decorated the flag of an American
regiment. ‘I am proud to decorate the flag of a
regiment which has shown such fortitude and
courage; I am proud to decorate the flag of a
nation that has come to our aid in the fight for
liberty.’ Passaga then personally decorated 117
members for outstanding heroism and valour.(38)
French doctrine advocated by Général
Gérard regarding ‘Sacrifice Positions’ stood
the test at the Woëvre while the British were
being faced with catastrophic results from
Operation Georgette. Sadly, as the week of
‘Backs to the Wall’ concluded, such incredible
bravery and accomplishment was overlooked
by commanders and allies alike. Ironically, the
Allies soon used the affair at Seicheprey on 20
April 1918 as the gauge by which the American
8

fighting man was initially perceived. Dismissing
valour from adherence to ‘Sacrifice Positions’
meant negligence in the art of command. The
26th Division had expanded American area of
responsibility at the front and within a week
had fought two major engagements against
two separate divisions at a time when the
Western Front was at a precipice – the fate of
the war hanging in the balance. The irony was
that the French commanders recognised the
26th Division’s accomplishments. American
military leadership only saw the mistakes. As
for senior attention to what had transpired in the
Woëvre, both Field Marshal Haig and General
Pershing met on the night of 20 April 1918
as the Seicheprey battle was concluding. No
mention was made of either Apremont or the
ongoing struggle in either leader’s diary for that
day. It was a simple case of being forgotten.

(13)
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