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How three American Divisions ended up under 

Australian Command in World War One 

 

The United States of America entered World War 1 on 6 April 1917.   Its entry had 

been long hoped for by the Western Allies, Britain and France, now strained after two 

and a half years of wartime endeavour.  Why the Americans entered the war is still 

the subject of debate amongst US historians but is usually summed up by the question:  

did they jump or were they pushed?  That is:  was it continued German harassment 

by sabotage and other illicit activities by German agents; the Zimmerman telegram 

and the German U-boat campaign, or had it always been Wilson’s intention to take 

the USA to war?  

Regardless of the motive, the Wilson administration was determined that, if the US 

was to become involved, then it would have to have a major say in how the post-war 

world would look.  This meant that all American units had to be heavily involved in 

combat.   This paper is not concerned with the issue of how the USA ended up entering 

WW1, but with the question of how three American divisions ended up under 

Australian command. 

 

President Woodrow Wilson 
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Ultimately, US troops worked with the Australian Corps at Hamel, at Amiens and 

Chipilly Spur and, most importantly, the attack on the Hindenburg Line.  The US 27th 

and 30th Divisions, and elements of the 33rd Division, all worked with the Australians. 

How they got there and whether Monash’s use of them was both legal and wise are 

questions which have absorbed Australian historians for many years.  All of this was 

in the future when the US entered the war in April, 1917; the battlefields of France 

might as well have been on the Moon. The US army was in no state to begin 

operations, even if it could have got itself to France, which at that stage of the War it 

could not. 

The United States Army in 1914 had two basic sections, the US regular army and the 

US National Guard.   In peacetime, the latter belonged to the state governor.  The army 

still took much of its guidance from its Civil War experience, and had been very slow 

to modernise. It had only adopted its first automatic machine gun, the Hotchkiss 

M1909 Benet Mercie machine gun, in 1909.1  This weapon is better known to 

Australians as the Hotchkiss LMG, assigned to the Australian Light Horse in 

Palestine.  Even so, there were those Americans who believed that the hand-cranked 

Gatling gun was still effective.  In 1917, The Infantry Drill Instructions issued that year 

relegated the machine gun to emergency use only,2 this despite three years of war in 

Europe.   Formal organisation above unit level was chaotic and ineffective.  The 

regular army numbered less than 140,000,3 but was scheduled, due to the international 

situation, to rise to 286,000.  In April 1917 this expansion was still underway.  

The regular army was organised into four divisions, each aligned to a military 

department.  Primarily, they controlled the regular units assigned to the department, 

and as such were essentially not deployable on operations.   John J. Pershing had 

formed a provisional division for his operations against the Mexican bandit Pancho 

Villa.   Initially, this consisted of four cavalry regiments and two infantry regiments, 

spread across three brigades.  Later, another cavalry regiment, two more infantry 

regiments -   including a National Guard regiment - as well as artillery and logistic 

units, were added, bringing the total to 6,600.  

 
1 The first automatic machine gun in British service, the Maxim, had been introduced in 1887. 
2 Fax, G., Pershing’s ‘Open Warfare’ Doctrine In The Light of American Military History, Army History, 

No113 (Fall 2019) p33 published by the US Army Center of Military History. 
3 Authorised figure; the real figure in 1914 was 127,151 and 181,620 in the National Guard: Garamone, 

J., World War 1: Building the American military, DOD News, Defense Media Activity, 3 April 2017 at 

https://www.army.mil/article/185229/world_war_i_building_the_american_military 
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General John Pershing 

Each state had a National Guard headquarters, some like New York even had a 

divisional organisation, but as they were designed to control whatever units existed 

in the state, they too were scarcely designed for war.  National Guard divisions, 

including what became the 27th (New York), had been deployed to provide border 

protection and later, after German sabotage became an issue, vital asset protection. 

The New York division was mobilised for the Mexican border 18 June 1916 and 

redesignated the 6th US Division. Mobilised for World War 1, 1 October 1917 it was 

again redesignated this time as the 27th US Division but with yet again a new 

establishment. The 27th would be one of the divisions in the II US Corps and would 

serve with the Australians. The same commander who commanded it during the 
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Mexican War, Major General John O’Ryan, would command it throughout World 

War1. 

America had to decide on an effective divisional structure and had to organise the 

enlistment of a huge number of soldiers, so it could effectively be involved on the 

Western Front.  It had to train and equip them, and dispatch them to France.   It 

decided on compulsory military service for all American males, (initially ages 21-30, 

but in August 1918 extended to 18-45), including the mobilisation and deployment of 

the National Guard.  It saw France primarily as the key, if not the only, theatre of 

interest, (although some Americans would serve on the Italian front.)  It was 

concerned to keep all Americans together under central control and not commit them 

until they could make an effective national effort.  

John Pershing was appointed as Commander in Chief of the American Expeditionary 

Force (AEF), 26 May 1917 and was immediately promoted from Major General to 

General in the National Army4 (more commonly referred to as AEF).  

Compared to the instructions he had received for the Pancho Villa operation, he was 

given wide discretionary powers as American Commander-in-Chief. 

His instructions came from the Secretary of War, Newton D Baker rather than from 

President Wilson. The President merely assured him that he would receive support 

for whatever he asked and acknowledged the heavy burden placed on his shoulders. 

Baker issued the following directive: In military operations against the Imperial German 

government you are directed to cooperate with the forces of the other countries employed 

against the enemy; but in so doing the underlying idea must be kept in view that the forces of 

the United States are a separate distinct component of the combined forces, the identity of which 

must be preserved. This fundamental rule is subject to such minor exceptions in particular 

circumstances as your judgement may approve. The decision as to when your command or any 

of its parts is ready for action is confided to you, and you will exercise full discretion in 

determining the manner of cooperation. But until the forces of the United States are in your 

judgement sufficiently strong to warrant operations as an independent command, it is 

understood that you will cooperate as a component of whatever army you may be assigned to 

you by the French government5. 

 
4 The National Army was the term given to the sum total of troops raised to serve overseas. This 

differed from the US Regular Army or the National Guard, and a person might hold different ranks in 

the pre-war organisation than those they held in the National Army. National Army ranks were 

temporary. 
5 United States Army in the World War 1917-1919, Organisation of the American Expeditionary Forces, Vol 1, 

Center of Military History, United States Army, Washington, D.C., 1988, p3 
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Newton Baker 

So, the underlying principle was that the AEF was to be a distinct and separate 

component, that its identity must be preserved and its achievements must be able to 

be seen. It was to be up to Pershing to approve any minor variations to this rule. It is 

notable that it was expected that operations might be undertaken prior to independent 

US operations but it was expected that this would be with the French rather than the 

British Army. 



8 

 

The Chief of Staff of the US Army, General Tasker Bliss,6 would become the American 

representative on the Allied Supreme War Council in Paris. 

It was a massive task, but getting the Americans to France became the key headache 

not only for the USA but also the other allies. It was an issue that involved not just 

logistics but politics as well. 

In a system that seemed to mandate total national command, how did three 

divisions, (27th, 30th and 33rd), end up under the command of John Monash and the 

Australian Corps in the last months of the war?   

Controversy still prevails on this, despite the work carried out on the subject by 

American Professor Mitchell Yockelson.   He also showed how the US divisions were 

legitimately assigned to the British Fourth Army.7  Under what arrangements were 

the Americans placed under Australian command?  There are three key issues that 

need to be reviewed in understanding this subject.   These are: the politics and logistics 

of getting the Americans to France; the status of the divisions in the US II Corps; and 

how the Americans came to be operating with the Australians. 

The Politics and Logistics of getting the Americans to France 

The story of these divisions begins soon after the US declaration of war in April 1917. 

Following the declaration, the US needed to get its troops to France; the Allies wanted 

them in France urgently, but in what form? Both Britain and France wanted individual 

units, if not individual soldiers, deployed to their respective particular area.  This need 

became more desperate with the increasing likelihood of a major German offensive in 

early 1918.  The Americans however wanted to deploy whole divisions, keeping them 

behind the lines in France until formed into corps and armies, and only then deploying 

them against the Germans.   Not unnaturally, the US wished to have all its soldiers 

under US command.  An equally important factor was that President Woodrow 

Wilson intended to have a major say in how the post-war world would be shaped.  

This would not be possible without a major identifiable contribution by United States 

arms on the battlefield. 

 
6 The senior rank in the US Army in peacetime was Major General. The Chief of Staff of the US Army 

held the temporary rank of General while holding the position but reverted to Major General on ceasing 

to be CofS. Bliss retired in 1918, reverted to Major General but was brought back to the active list by 

Wilson to continue to be the representative on Allied Supreme War Council in Paris but as a Major 

General. 
7 Yockelson, M. A., Borrowed Soldiers, Americans under British Command, 1918, University of Oaklahoma 

Press, Norman, 2008. Professor Yockelson is Professor of Military History at Norwich University, 

Northfield, Vermont, Investigative Archivist in the Office of the Inspector General, The National 

Archives and Records Administration and Chief Historian for the United States World War 1 

Centennial Commission 
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The Americans and the French had limited shipping available, and at the rate of 

movement it was estimated that it would be 1919 before sufficient US troops were 

available to really contribute.  The immediate problem, then, was getting the U.S. 

Army to France, with the promise that the US would eventually provide a force of 100 

divisions.8  By the end of 1917, only four divisions had arrived in France, some seven 

months after the US declaration of war.  In short, unless British shipping were used, 

there was no way that the Americans could get to France in time to be of use during 

1918.   

The British were playing hardball, indicating that the transport of US troops was not 

a priority.   Both Britain and France proposed integrating US companies and battalions 

into British and French units.   On 9 – 10 January 1918, the American commander, John 

Pershing, met the British Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir William 

Robertson.   Robertson proposed a scheme whereby the British would find transport 

for 150,000 soldiers (approximately 150 battalions.) These were meant to be only 

infantry or machine gun battalions, or even companies, and would be taken from 

American divisions not yet identified for overseas deployment. This scheme was 

designed not to interfere with the build-up of an independent American army.  It was 

also implied by Robertson that if the 

Americans accepted this request, then 

this shipping capacity could also be 

made available to ship the remainder 

of the American Expeditionary Force 

(AEF.)  

Pershing appeared hesitant; 

Robertson then told him that, unless 

the Americans provided men to fill up 

the British Army ‘s decimated 

divisions, it could exhaust its 

manpower and the Allies would lose 

the war.9  With Russia out of the war, 

the Allies were expecting a major 

German attack in the West in early 

1918.   Pershing wrote at the time to 

the US Secretary of War, Newton D 

Baker: “Basically, the question presented 

 
8This was a notional figure involving total personnel. The British War Office considered that a total 

active divisional tally of 78 would be all that was possible. 
9 Yockelson, p17 

 

General Sir William Robertson 
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is, can we afford not to send over extra men to help our allies in what may be an emergency 

when necessary sea transportation is offered and we have the spare men.”10  The key word is 

‘extra’:  even at this early point Pershing was regarding these divisions as not essential 

to his plans to create an American Army.  

The British thought that they had a deal with Pershing, but on 25 January, he made it 

clear that only whole divisions, not individual units, would be sent.   29 – 30 January 

saw two days of tense discussion, resulting in a compromise decision.  Six complete 

divisions would be transported, without their artillery units, and some other 

divisional support units, for a 10-week training programme.11  Britain in turn would 

continue to make shipping available to transport the main body of the AEF.   The 

artillery units of these divisions would be trained in United States training camps 

behind the French lines.   

The agreement on shipping which occurred in January 1918 is a game changer in 

regard to the use of US troops in particular those of the US II Corps. It established the 

US II Corps working under British auspices and fundamentally changed, if not the 

principles, then the application of Secretary Baker’s instructions. For a start it admitted 

that US troops could work on the front line alongside British troops even if only in a 

training/battle experience role. The agreement on these troops was never really more 

than a handshake albeit a frigid one. Pershing always hoped, perhaps believed, that 

they would return. The British, while acknowledging Pershing was entitled to a say 

in their use, always believed that as they had transported not just the II Corps but a 

large section of other American troops to France, had clothed, fed, equipped and 

fostered training for the US II Corps, that they should have some use of them in action. 

Equally it is clear that after the appointment of Foch as Généralissime in March, the 

US II Corps had become a theatre reserve first and foremost. Essentially it became a 

game of smoke and mirrors, with both sides trying to advance their claims to the asset 

but in reality, Pershing seems to have been on thin ground on this matter. 

It should be noted that the US divisional organisation seems to have been based on 

the 1914 French pattern:  a division containing two brigades, each of two regiments, 

each in turn having three battalions, although the US divisions were twice the size in 

manpower of their British and French equivalents.  The placement of US artillery and 

equipment with French equipment seems to imply two things.  Firstly, having 

adopted a largely French-orientated divisional structure, the Americans were 

intending to work with the French rather than the British, of whom many Americans 

 
10 Pershing to Baker cited in Cora, P.B. and Fablo-Wild, A.A., Allied Offensives 8 August-11 November 

1918, Center of Military History, United States Army, Washington DC, 2018 
11 Pershing still managed to ship the artillery and support units on the same ships, but deployed them 

to the US forces in France until their division returned to US command.  
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still held a great distrust.  Secondly, in the case of these six US divisions, one suspects 

that Pershing saw it as another precaution to prevent their use by the British on a 

casual basis.  The British had asked for US infantry and machine gunners, and that is 

what they got.  They would be trained by the British and would be equipped, supplied 

and fed by them.  All of these US divisions were re-equipped with British weaponry, 

including the SMLE .303 rifle, Lewis light machine guns, (ironically a US invention 

rejected originally by the U.S. Army,) and Vickers medium machine guns. 

Should the need arise, these six divisions could be made available for limited use by 

the British,12 and in particular they could release British divisions from rear area and 

depth duties for front-line service.   Pershing insisted that the six divisions would form 

an American Corps, which would eventually become US II Corps.  Ultimately ten US 

divisions13 (4, 27, 28, 30, 33, 35, 77, 78, 80, 82,) rather than the six agreed to, would be 

part of this arrangement.   Not all of these had fully arrived by June.   In many respects, 

the US II Corps was always a skeleton headquarters,14 and never received its full quota 

of corps assets, as originally, its role was to provide an administrative headquarters 

and a political barrier to British misuse of American divisions.  When it finally became 

operational in September 1918, it had had to create its own support units, or borrow 

British or Australian support.  The 301st US Tank battalion15 was the only US unit 

assigned from outside its own resources. 

The French were not happy that they had missed out on having US divisions assigned 

to their rear areas.  For the French, all that Pershing could offer at that time were four 

black infantry regiments which were formed into the 93rd US Division16.  Their 

presence amongst US white divisions was problematical, and so they spent the entire 

war with the French army.  Ironically, like the US II Corps headquarters prior to the 

Hindenburg Line, this formation was purely administrative and had no divisional 

support units.  The 93rd never fought as a division in action.  Its regiments fought 

separately with different French divisions and sometimes as independent regiments 

attached to French armies.  The much touted insistence on Americans fighting under 

US command did not apply to black Americans. 

The British-US deal on these six US divisions was the cost of unlocking British 

shipping.     Although Woodrow Wilson had held suspicions that, once they had their 

divisions, the British would renege on the shipping deal,17 that did not occur.   By the 

 
12 Yockelson, p19 
13 United States in the World War 1917-1919 Vol3 Training and use of American Units with the British 

and the French, Center for Military History, United States Army, Washington, DC, 1989. P114 
14 Yockelson, p213 
15 Equipped with British Mark V and Mark V* vehicles 
16 Another black division the 92nd did join the AEF after service under French Command 

17 Yockelson, p19 
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end of the war, 2,086,000 American soldiers had been shipped to France.  Of that 

number, half had been shipped in British ships or ships under British control.   French 

and Italian shipping accounted for another 5%, leaving 45% to be carried in United 

States shipping.  The disparity between British shipping capacity and that of the USA 

is even more pronounced in the period January–June 1918, when US shipping rapidly 

increased in capacity by new construction as the war drew to a close in June-

November 1918.18 

The status of the divisions in the US II Corps 

What was the status of these divisions?  An Official US History of the American 

Expeditionary Force (AEF) at War notes: “The successful German offensive in March 1918 

… forced General Pershing to place our units at the disposal of Marshal Foch to use as he saw 

fit.”19   The Official History went on to note that these units might be used in an 

emergency to provide depth by releasing British divisions.  It also noted that, as time 

passed, some units participated in front-line operations with British units to which 

they were attached.  This does not seem to have been viewed as an expansion of the 

arrangement.20  

The Allied Supreme War Council was a body that had existed since November 1917, 

when the Russian surrender forecast a much greater German thrust on the Western 

front in 1918.  The Council was concerned with the higher direction of the war, but 

although it had military representatives and represented all allied powers, it lacked 

teeth to carry out its intentions. 

The German attack on 24 March 1918 and the collapse of the British Fifth Army led to 

the urgent conference at Doullens, 26 March.  The key result from this conference was 

the appointment of French Marshal Ferdinand Foch as Généralissime or Commander 

in Chief of Allied Armies.  These command changes across the allied armies had an 

impact on Pershing’s ability to control the fate of these US divisions. 

 
18 The Story of the American Expeditionary Forces, The Doughboy Centre, @ 

https://www.worldwar1.com/dbc/sealift_htm 
19 United States Army in the World War 1917-1919: Training and Use of American Units with the British 

and the French Vol 3 p2.  This is not strictly correct, as the six division plan, including possible usage 

by Britain, had been agreed to before the German offensive took place, but is a general summary of the 

employment of these divisions across the whole of the period until August 1918. After the Doullens 

conference they effectively became the Supreme Commander’s reserve. 
20 Effectively this had been decided in January prior to the German offensive. 
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Field Marshal Ferdinand Foch 

The appointment of Foch and the establishment of the Grand Quartier Général des 

Armées Alliées (GQG,) with a multinational staff, gave teeth to decisions of the Allied 

Supreme War Council, which now included American representation.   However, 

these changes also made it harder for individual nations to make unilateral decisions 

about their own forces without seeming to break the alliance.  This meant that the ten 
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US divisions, placed as they were under the British, or later, after his appointment, 

Foch’s control, could not easily be moved without Foch’s assent.  In short, Foch 

regarded these as assets assigned to the alliance, not to the US command; no one 

challenged this view. 

On 3 June 1918, as Supreme Commander, Foch informed Haig that he intended to 

remove five divisions from the US II Corps, (35, 77, 82, 4 and 28,) some of which were 

still arriving in France,) and transfer them to quiet sectors on the French front.21  The 

French army had got what it had sought all along: American back-up behind the 

French army.  Despite Haig’s protest, the transfer was affected on 15 June.  As 

Supreme Commander, Foch now retained the ultimate power to direct the use of these 

divisions.   If Haig was denied their use, then Pershing no longer had full control over 

them either, unless he chose to be confrontational. 

Five divisions were now left in the US II Corps, split mainly across the British Second 

Army, with Corps headquarters merely having administrative functions.  This did not 

become an issue until the US divisions had to take to the field. 

Very clearly then, through a deal done in January 1918, the US divisions of the US II 

Corps had been placed behind the British Expeditionary Force to provide a backstop 

against a possible breakthrough.  That said, it is equally clear that in April and May 

they were meant to be used only as a last resort.   Given the arguments that took place 

between Haig and Pershing in August, it is plain that the placement had the authority 

of the overall Commander in Chief, Marshal Foch, and the divisions were not available 

for Pershing to do with as he pleased. 

How the Americans ended up under Australian Command 

The status of American troops used at the Battle of Hamel needs to be viewed against 

this background.   Criticism has focused on Monash’s supposedly using them not only 

without, but against, Pershing’s express directions.  Perhaps Charles Bean covers the 

specifics of the use of US troops at Hamel best.   US troops (33rd Division) of the US II 

Corps were training with the British army, including with the Australian Corps, and 

it appears to have been General Rawlinson who conceived that they would benefit 

from working through a major set-piece battle.   Rawlinson, a cricketer himself, would 

have been aware of the cricketing principle that no amount of training replaces ‘time 

in the middle.’   Monash had asked for 2,000 Americans organised as companies.  After 

gaining Monash’s approval for his proposal, Rawlinson then obtained Haig’s 

approval.  Haig had always believed that, as the British had trained and equipped the 

Americans, they should be available for operations.  Bean and others assert that 

Rawlinson would not have taken this step without first consulting some Americans 

 
21 Yockelson, p214 
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informally as to whether such an approach was welcome.  However, Major General 

George Bell22 would later deny that he personally had been consulted.23  Consultations 

with Major General Read, Commanding General US II Corps, produced a rapid 

acceptance, and Read wrote to the Commanding General of 33rd US Division, Major 

General George Bell: 

“The commanding general of the 4th British army has requested of the Corps commander that 

certain smaller units of your division be permitted to take part in a raid of some kind … The 

participation of these units … is considered valuable training, for which due credit may be 

taken, if accomplished, as part of the weekly schedule under the programme of training, GHQ 

Phase A.”24  

In other words, American participation was useful for the US Army and would tick 

boxes in the US training program.  Read stipulated that no more than a Battalion 

equivalent was to be deployed and that it was to participate as platoons and 

companies under their own commanders.   Ironically, the elements chosen were not 

those actually training with the Australians, but from a group training with III British 

Corps25. 

Ten companies were originally allocated but, due to a misunderstanding, to begin 

with, only four arrived. This was promptly rectified, and the remaining six companies 

arrived in the Australian area.  Pershing was less happy about this development.  He 

was well aware that the companies were under British command, but he did not want 

to see them used in minor costly operations for no result.  The term ‘raid of some sort’ 

did not fit his concept of their use26.   US units of II Corps were already getting frontline 

experience, and the 27th and 30th Divisions themselves would shortly be in the line 

together fighting as divisions.  He directed that they be removed, but confusion 

reigned, and the order from Pershing to withdraw was originally interpreted as 

referring only to the second group of six companies which had been sent 30th of June 

1918.    The remaining four were eventually to be so totally integrated into the planning 

for the operation that to pull them out would have completely jeopardized it.  Haig 

regarded the operation as so important that he had no problem in exerting his 

authority and directing that those four companies remain with Monash.  Technically 

he could do this, as the divisions of US II Corps were assigned to the British Army.  

Whilst Haig deferred to Pershing, where possible, as to how his troops were used, 

 
22Commander US 33rdDivision 
23Bean, C.E.W., The Official History of Australia in the Great War of 1914-1918 vol VI, The AIF in France: 

May 1918-The Armistice, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1942, p263 n47 
24 Read to Bell 28 June 1918 cited in Bean op.cit., vol VI, p262  
25 131st Regiment, 33rd Division 
26 Some Americans in the vernacular of the time, described it as a ‘stunt’. Not calculated to inspire 

support from the US Commander in Chief. 
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ultimately, they were Haig’s responsibility, as they had been given to him by the 

supreme commander, Marshal Foch. 

One of Pershing’s problems is that he appears to have had no clear vision as to the 

thinking of Haig and Foch about the state of the war.  He took his advice from Tasker 

Bliss, who spoke from his understanding of the thinking of the Supreme War Council 

in Paris. They, Pershing and Bliss, were not alone in having no understanding of Foch 

and Haig’s view of the state of the war; nor did anyone else, including the Supreme 

War Council and the British War Cabinet.   

On 25 July (after Hamel)27, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir Henry 

Wilson, issued a paper on the state of the war and future operations of both the Allies 

and post-war Britain. It was meant to neatly encapsulate the thinking of both the 

Supreme War Council in Paris and the War Office in London, and therefore by 

definition the British War Cabinet.  Its basic premise was that there could be no 

resolution to the issues of the Western Front in 1918 or, for that matter, other theatres 

such as Palestine.  It followed that there should not, in fact must not be, any further 

major offensives in 1918 on any front.  The entire logistic build-up was gearing up for 

1919.  

Wilson went on to say that he was optimistic 

enough to think that the decisive action 

would begin in mid-1919 rather than 1920.   

Undoubtedly, he had consulted both Haig 

and Allenby.  It is also clear that both were 

less than forthcoming as to their real 

thinking.  It is no surprise then that, when 

Pershing was informed that his troops of II 

US Corps   -   then undertaking training and 

battle inoculation with British formations -   

were to be involved in ‘some sort of raid’ with 

an obscure British colonial formation, he was 

not favourably inclined.  He saw it as a risk 

with no pay off; the real action was to be 1919.   

Pershing was not privy to the thinking of 

either Haig or Foch until the Battle of Amiens. 

 
27 Wilson, H., Memorandum of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff of 25 July 1918, British Military 

Policy 1918-1919, at Appendix V in Edmonds, J.E., (Sir), History of the Great War, Military Operations, 

France and Belgium 1918 Vol IV 8August-26 September, Reprinted by Naval and Military Press limited, 

Uckfield, UK, p525 

 

General Sir Henry Wilson 
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So, who actually owned and controlled these divisions? This is the authority who 

could actually order their deployment. Mitchell Yockelson, American historian 

discussed the decision to give the 27th and 30th Divisions to British control, noting 

that Pershing was within his rights to remove all US divisions. In June, George 

Simonds, Chief of Staff US II Corps, was briefed by the Chief of Staff American 

Expeditionary Force (AEF), Brigadier General James G. Harbord, that Pershing 

retained the authority to determine the disposition of each division after training was 

completed.  Pershing had always believed that the divisions were his to move. Haig 

believed that, since the deal had been struck using the availability of II Corps to the 

British Army, as the key to open up the transport of all of the AEF, and since the British 

had paid for the training and equipping of the US divisions, they should have some 

use of them on operations as well.  Leaving the 27th and 30th divisions with Haig is 

often painted as a generous decision by Pershing.  Technically this is probably true, 

but in reality, the United States was now integrated into the war through the Supreme 

War Council, and was thus subject to Foch’s control, which meant refusal to comply 

with his authority threatened the alliance’s integrity. The passage of documentation 

would seem to show that Foch had the final say in the US divisions’ dispersal. 

After Amiens, Foch, Pershing and Haig would clarify the issue further.  It is fruitless 

to claim, as some have done - and repeated more stridently about the Hindenburg 

Line   - that Monash was personally at fault for using US formations. These troops 

were resources authorised for his use by both Haig and Rawlinson.  

                                                

              General Sir Henry Rawlinson                                                  Lieutenant General Sir John Monash 
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Edmonds notes that the British Order of Battle for 8 August shows the US 30th Division 

assigned to the British II Corps with the notation “transferred to the Australian Corps 

1 September.”  Later he shows the 27th Division assigned to XIX Corps and again the 

notation “transferred to the Australian Corps 4 September 1918.”28  It follows that, by 

August, they were being counted as an integral part of the BEF. 

Sir James Edmonds cites a fiery meeting between Haig and Pershing on the matter of 

these divisions on 12 August 1918.  He notes Haig’s attitude: “as the British had trained 

and virtually equipped the five divisions they expected to have some use of them and at that 

point only parts of one (the 33rd) had been sent into battle29. 

Edmonds says that Pershing wanted three of the five divisions returned to him but 

that Pershing said that he would not press the point while the current operation 

(Amiens) was in progress.   Haig is alleged to have said: “of course you can have them 

there can never be any difference between us.”30   Yet despite the words, Haig seems to 

have taken no steps to return the divisions. 

In a formal, written request to Haig on 16 August, Pershing stated that he would 

require three of the five divisions currently under British command to carry out 

operations directed by Foch.  Haig wrote to Foch enquiring as to the policy on this 

matter, and pointing out that, in losing these divisions, there would have to be a 

reduction made of 18,000 metres on the British front, or he would have to reduce the 

tempo of operations.31   Haig’s comments show two things: clearly the US divisions 

were being used by Haig to back-stop the British Expeditionary Force and push more 

British divisions forward, and were fulfilling an important function. Secondly, the 

disposal of these divisions was in Foch’s hands, not Pershing’s or Haig’s. 

After the War, Major General James Harbord noted that the ultimate decision on the 

fate of the five divisions in the US II Corps lay with Foch.   Harbord said that, when 

he visited Pershing on 23 August, Pershing had told him that he hoped Foch “would 

direct that certain of our divisions serving with the British would return to their own First 

Army.32  This was indeed what happened, but two divisions would be left under Haig’s 

command. 

 
28 Edmonds, J.E., (Sir), History of the Great War, Military Operations, France and Belgium 1918 Vol IV 

8 August - 26 September, Reprinted by Naval and Military Press limited, Uckfield, UK, pp521,522  
29 Edmonds, Vol IV, p166 
30 Edmonds, Vol IV, p166. By this point the infantry regiments and other units of 66 Brigade 33rd US 

Division were already under the command of Monash. 
31 Edmonds Vol IV p171 

32 Harbord, J., The American Army in France 1917-1919 in Yockelson p95 
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Major General James Harbord 

By that time, even after Pershing’s letter to Haig, there had still been no action taken 

regarding the US divisions.  Foch wrote to Pershing about their use on 23 August, 
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stressing that all US divisions needed to be made available for operations.  He   

directed that the 27th and 30th Divisions were to be made available to Haig for general 

operations, while the remaining three (33, 78, 80) should be returned to General 

Pershing.33   Clearly, Foch had control over where these divisions went. 

The following day, Haig received a telegram from Foch directing the return of the 

three US divisions to Pershing.  Foch wanted to use the increased coverage that these 

three US divisions would give him to allow him to extend the French First Army’s 

front, in order to cover the section on the British Fourth Army’s right flank then held 

by the Canadian Corps. 

It appears that, despite all the arguments, Pershing had already accepted that he 

would be required to leave two divisions with the British Army.  On 9 August 1918 

he wrote to Foch to discuss his needs for the coming First US Army offensive.  In 

section 3 of his letter, he wrote: “I have today authorised the entry into the British Line of 

the 27th and 30th Divisions.”34 This statement signalled their initial entry into the British 

lines as divisions with the British Second Army.  He wrote to Haig again on 20 

August,2018: “I have already directed the commanding general II Corps (Read) to place at 

your request, the 27th and 30th Divisions in the line.”  He instructed that they must fight 

under their divisional headquarters, and asked that II Corps staff be used in actual 

tactical situations at an early date.35   He noted their inexperience, and requested that 

both should have at least one month’s experience on the front in a quiet sector.  They 

were certainly to have some experience of this, fighting as divisions with the Second 

British Army.  But it would be a month before they were thrown into real operations, 

and not at a time Pershing would have been hoping for.  Most other US divisions in 

the Meuse Argonne offensive, which started at the same time as the Hindenburg 

offensive, would have been in the same situation. Some in fact were even more 

inexperienced. 

On 24 August, specific arrangements were thrashed out as to the use of the 27th and 

30th Divisions.  They could be employed on offensive operations under British 

command, provided that they fought as divisions and were, if possible, under the 

 
33 Edmonds Vol IV p316 
34 Pershing, J.J., Memorandum to accompany Letter No1/p.c. of August 9. 1918 to Headquarters Allied 

High Command (Foch) in United States Army in the World War 1917-1919. Military Operations of the 

American Expeditionary Forces Vol8, p9f, Center of Military History, United States Army, Washington, 

D.C., 1990. 
35 Pershing to Haig 20 August, in Yockelson p94. United States Army in the World War 1917-1919: 

Training and Use of American Units with the British and the French Vol 3 pp175-176 - puts the date 

earlier at 15 August. 
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administration of an American Corps commander, meaning effectively Headquarters 

II US Corps.36  

Three days later on 27 August 2018, Douglas Haig wrote to Foch indicating that he 

felt the US divisions should take an active share in the fight without delay.  Foch, in 

his response, said it was “not only permissible but desirable that we should use both 

American divisions at present with us, in the battle after 31 August.”37  

 

Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig 

 
36 Edmonds Vol IV p316 
37 Haig-Foch correspondence 27 August Yockelson p95 
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Nevertheless, what happened in the case of the American II Corps gave rise to a very 

strange situation.  The truncated Corps was eventually left with just two divisions, the 

27th and the 30th. 38  Pershing never returned the integral American artillery units, both 

divisional and corps, from II Corps.  These spent the war with the main American 

Army supporting that operation.   US II Corps artillery does not seem to have been 

ever raised.  So, like pruned trees, the two American divisions were left with the 

British.  It was as if Pershing had had a fit of pique. Both of these divisions were 

equipped with British equipment.  At no stage of the final campaigns in France would 

they serve alongside American forces.  Their artillery and mounted units for 

operations would be provided by both British and Australian units.  During the 

Hundred Days battles, the US II Corps would be placed under the command of John 

Monash, with the sop that the corps was officially retitled the Australian/American 

Corps, the entire assets of the US II Corps being under Monash’s command. 

The stage was now set for the II US Corps to be placed under command of John 

Monash and to be given the task of attacking the Hindenburg Line.  They were 

legitimately assigned to the British Army and therefore, appropriately placed under 

Australian command and control.  They were resources to be used like any other 

divisions. 

 

The St Quentin Canal at Riqueval – Part of the Hindenburg Line 

 
38 The 33rd Division did not leave until late August. It in fact took part in the Battle of Amiens as did the 

131st  and 132nd Infantry and 33rd Divisional support units, again being under Australian command even 

later. 
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