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BLITZKRIEG 
 
(From the sect ion ‘Pr inc ip les for  employment  of  tanks”)  
(The tank)  is  therefore the weapon of  potent ia l ly  dec is ive 
at tack.  Mobi l i ty  and f i repower wi l l  on ly  be explo i ted to the 
fu l l  i f  the at tack achieves deep penetrat ion and the 
armoured force,  having broken out ,  can go over  to  the 
pursui t  he h igher  the concentrat ion of  tanks,  the faster ,  
greater  and more sweeping wi l l  he the success—and the 
smal ler  our  own losses.  Tanks must  a t tack wi th surpr ise,  
and as far  as possib le where the enemy is  known or  
presumed to be weak.  The tank needs suppor t ing arms 
which complement  i t  and can go everywhere wi th  i t .  Even in  
defence,  the tank must  be employed of fens ive ly .  
Concentrat ion is  even more impor tant  here,  so that  the 
enemy’s super ior i ty  can be of fset  at  least  in  one spot .  

 
HEINZ GUDERIAN, Panzer-Marsch 

 
INTRODUCTION—ATTRITION THEORY AND MANOEUVRE 
THEORY 
 

A year  or  two af ter  the war ,  I  was browsing in  the ce l lar  o f  
Cami l la  Speth ’s  bookshop on the Kur furstendamm when I  l i t  on 
one of  the more agreeable surpr ises of  my l i fe—a German book 
of  nonsense verse on a par  wi th Lear  or  Lewis Carro l l—the 
Galgendieder  ( “Gal lows songs”)  o f  Chr is t ian Morgenstern,  one of  
Germany’s  leading twent ie th-century lyr ic  poets.  One sonnet ,  The 
Knee ( “A knee goes lonely  through the wor ld , “ ) ,  says as much 
about  the f ru i t less butchery of  the F i rs t  Wor ld  War as the bet ter -
known l ine of  S iegf r ied Sassoon—”But  he d id for  them both wi th  
h is  p lan of  a t tack. ”  Before we examine the German mi l i tary  
react ion to  that  defeat ,  i t  may be as wel l  to  def ine the two main 
theor ies of  war  and the re lat ionship between them. 
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As a serv ing of f icer  s t r iv ing to  reconci le  Br i t ish and German 
v iews on armoured doctr ine and thence on the phi losophy of  tank 
design,  I  went  a long,  par t ly  f rom exper ience of  s imi lar  
d iscuss ions wi th  the Uni ted States,  par t ly  f rom sheer 
desperat ion,  wi th  the thes is  put  forward by F ie ld Marshal  the 
Lord Carver  in  The Apost les of  Mobi l i ty .  He sees the v iews of  the 
var ious leading armies as points  on a spectrum running f rom 
emphasis  on d i rect  protect ion (armour)  to  emphasis  on mobi l i ty .  
From my studies of  the last  few years,  I  would respect fu l ly  but  
d iametr ica l ly  d i f fer  f rom th is  v iew,  a t  the same t ime of fer ing an 
explanat ion for  i t .  My immediate purpose here is  just  to  
summar ise my v iew,  leav ing ampl i f icat ion and just i f icat ion of  i t  
unt i l  la ter  in  the book.  
 

F i g .  3 .  At t r i t i o n  an d  m a n o e u vr e  t h e o r y .  A .  At t r i t i o n  t h eo r y  
d e p en d s  o n  ch a n g e  i n  r e l a t i ve  s t r e n g t h s .  B .  ( I )  M a n o eu vr e  
t h eo r y  i s  3 - d i m e n s i o n a l ,  w i t h  m o m e n t u m a s  k e y  q u a n t i t y .  ( i i )  
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B a s i c  m a n o e u vr e  t h e o r y  m o d e l  –  H  =  h o l d i n g  f o r ce ,  M = mo b i l e  
f o r c e ,  E = e n e m y.  N o t e  “ h i n g e ”  b e tw een  h o l d i n g  a n d  m o b i l e  
f o r c e s .  C .  A t t r i t i o n  t h e o r y  a n d  m a n o eu vr e  t h eo r y  a r e  o p p o s i t es  
b e f o r e  o u t b r e a k  o f  h o s t i l i t i e s ,  c o m p l e m en t a r y  i n  w ar .  

 
We saw in  the prev ious chapter  how Amer ican,  Br i t ish and 

French dedicat ion to  at t r i t ion theory s temmed par t ly  f rom 
misunderstanding of  Clausewi tz ,  par t ly  f rom bl ind imi tat ion of  the 
successfu l  Pruss ians (who had in  fact  understood Clausewi tz  but  
largely  re jected h im).  Some author i t ies suggest  that  these 
Armies ’  l ik ing for  a t t r i t ion theory  arose f rom thei r  exper ience of  
co lonia l  war fare,  as contrasted wi th  the Cont inenta l  European 
wars between nat ion s tates or  a l l iances of  roughly  equal  
sophis t icat ion and power.  But  the lessons of  the Boer  War,  some 
ext remely b loody c lashes wi th  fanat ica l  Musl ims,  and even the 
near-miss of  the Germans’  1914 of fens ive d id noth ing to shake 
the addic ts  of  a t t r i t ion.  On the Amer ican s ide,  be l ie f  in  mater ia l  
progress seems to have been t rans lated in to the b l ind fa i th  in  the 
power of  mater ie l  which was the hal lmark of  the i r  doct r ine in  both 
Wor ld  Wars,  which cost  them defeat  in  Vietnam, and which they 
are only  now beginning to s lough of f .  The Br i t ish and French 
at t i tude,  which s t i l l  prevai ls  on one s ide of  the Channel  and 
pers is ted unt i l  qu i te  recent ly  on the other ,  probably  resul ts  f rom 
the way so ld iers ’  b lood and courage have proved more readi ly  
avai lab le in  those two countr ies  than genera ls ’  bra ins,  and on 
what  i t  is  hard to  res is t  ca l l ing the Anglo-French d isease—the 
endur ing i f  quaint  convic t ion that  b lood- le t t ing is  good for  the 
nat ion s  heal th .  
 

For  at t r i t ion theory (a lso known as “posi t ion theory”)  is  
about  f ight ing and pr imar i ly  about  casual t ies,  though at  sea and 
in  the a i r ,  and more recent ly  on land,  i t  takes account  of  mater ia l  
losses too.  An adherent  of  th is  theory of  war  s imply seeks to 
achieve a sh i f t  o f  re la t ive s t rengths in  h is  favour  by imposing on 
the enemy a h igher  casual ty  rate,  or  more broadly  “at t r i t ion rate” ,  
than he h imsel f  suf fers .  In  phys ica l  terms,  th is  is  a two-
d imensional  model ,  the re la t ive rates of  change of  mass wi th  
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t ime (F ig.  3a) .  True,  th is  represents change-as by most  
def in i t ions does any form of  war fare.  But  i t  is  essent ia l ly  a  s tat ic  
concept ,  which takes no account  of  dynamic ef fects .  The curves 
on the graph stand for  noth ing more nor  less than smoothed 
h is tograms compi led f rom, say,  weekly  s t rength returns.  Troop 
movements are s imply a means of  get t ing to  a pos i t ion in  t ime to 
awai t  or  g ive bat t le ;  subject  to th is ,  the i r  speed is  on ly  of  
secondary impor tance.  
 

To achieve the sh i f t  o f  re la t ive s t rengths,  the addic t  o f  
a t t r i t ion se izes and holds a p iece of  ground—or in  the case of  
naval  war fare a forward base,  a s t retch of  narrow waters or  the 
l ike-which l ies between the enemy and the at ta inment  of  h is  
s t rategic  a im.  This  ground must  a lso confer  on the s ide which 
holds i t  a  tact ica l  advantage,  such as height  per  se or  the 
dominat ion of  an obstac le or  def i le .  The enemy then pounds 
h imsel f  to  p ieces on the rock ( the fundamenta l  Br i t ish tenet) ,  or  
sets  h imsel f  up as a target  for  the “ f i re  base”  establ ished on i t  
( the Amer ican v iew).  Once the re lat ive s t rengths have shi f ted in  
the defender ’s  favour ,  he “goes over  to the of fens ive” .  I f  the 
enemy st i l l  does not  repent  of  h is  pol i t ica l  s ins and sues for  
peace,  or  i f  h is  own government  has by then lost  s ight  of  i ts  
po l i t ica l  a im in  favour  of  mi l i tary  revenge,  the addic t  o f  a t t r i t ion 
advances caut ious ly  and t id i ly  on a broad f ront  to  se ize another  
p iece of  ground which d i rect ly  threatens some ‘v i ta l  in terest  o f  
the erstwhi le  aggressor .  The process is  repeated unt i l  one s ide 
has gained overwhelming st rength (Second Wor ld War)  or  
becomes exhausted (F i rs t  Wor ld War) .  The Second Wor ld War,  
not  least  the prot racted uncer ta inty  over  which way the Russian 
bear  would jump,  a lso demonstrates a pr inc ip le of  Clausewi tz—
f ight ing apar t ,  the addic t  o f  a t t r i t ion ’s  only  way to change re lat ive 
s t rengths is  by knocking out  secondary members of  the 
opposi t ion or  acqui r ing a l l ies.  
 

Manoeuvre theory,  by contrast ,  regards f ight ing as only  one 
way of  apply ing mi l i tary  force to  the at ta inment  of  a  pol i t ico-
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economic a im—and a rather  ine legant  last  resor t  a t  that .  True 
success l ies in  pre-empt ion,  or  in  dec is ion by in i t ia l  surpr ise.  
Miss ions and object ives down through the levels  are log ica l ly  
re la ted to  the s t rategic  a im,  and are concerned wi th enemy 
forces and resources.  Ground seldom features as an object ive 
except  when i t  s tands for  a geographical ly  f ixed enemy 
resource—l ike a centre of  government ,  naval  base,  a i r f ie ld  or  
br idge—or when a par t icu lar  topographica l  feature prov ides 
access to ,  or  contro l  of ,  a key resource.  
 

Manoeuvre theory draws i ts  power main ly  f rom 
oppor tunism—the calcu lated r isk,  and the explo i ta t ion both of  
chance c i rcumstances and ( to  borrow a tennis  term) of  “ forced 
and unforced errors”  by the opposi t ion;  s t i l l  more on winning the 
bat t le  of  wi l ls  by surpr ise or ,  fa i l ing th is ,  by speed and aptness of  
response.  But  on the physica l  level  manoeuvre theory is  a 
dynamic,  three-d imensional  system. One is  now concerned not  
just  wi th  mass and t ime but  wi th  the in teract ion of  mass,  t ime and 
space—or,  in  the terms of  d imensional  analys is ,  o f  mass,  t ime 
and length (F ig.  3b( i ) ) .  Th is  threefo ld re la t ionship is  best  and 
most  commonly represented by the quant i ty  known as momentum. 
To overs impl i fy  gross ly ,  one now somet imes has to  understand 
st rength or  combat  wor th not  just  as mass,  but  as momentum—
mass t imes ve loc i ty .  One can in fact  hang th is  phys ica l  aspect  on 
three concepts—mass ( inev i tab ly) ,  leverage and tempo,  a 
complex parameter  broadly  s tanding for  ra te of  progress towards 
accompl ishment  of  the miss ion.  

 
A lever  requires a fu lcrum to develop i ts  ef fect ,  and th is  

impl ies the ex is tence of  a t  least  two d is t inct  masses on the s ide 
employ ing manoeuvre theory.  S ince these two e lements in teract  
dynamical ly  wi th  the enemy,  whose force,  however  d is t r ibuted,  
wi l l  have a mass centre somewhere,  one arr ives at  the 
fundamenta l  schemat ic  of  manoeuvre theory as a three-e lement  
system (F ig.  3b( i i ) ) .  The operat ion of  the system turns on the 
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re lat ive posi t ions of  the three e lements,  and on the absolute and 
re lat ive rates at  which those posi t ions change.  
 

Yet ,  however  manoeuvre theory may seek to  foresta l l  
combat ,  h is tory  leaves no doubt  that  the exerc ise of  th is  theory 
f requent ly  leads to  ext remely b i t ter  f ight ing at  cr i t ica l  po ints .  By 
the same token,  the ro le of  the s tat ic  or  s lower-moving e lement  is  
to  s low down the enemy;  and once host i l i t ies have broken out ,  
th is  wi l l  have to be done by engaging h im.  One thus sees a 
dual i ty  of  re la t ionship between at t r i t ion theory and manoeuvre 
theory (Fig.  3c) .  
 

Before host i l i t ies s tar t ,  they are opposi tes.  At t r i t ion theory 
re l ies for  preempt ion on the status quo,  a d i f ference in  s t rength 
so large as to  make f ight ing seem point less even to the addic t  o f  
a t t r i t ion.  Manoeuvre theory ca l ls  for  act ive measures to  achieve 
pre-empt ion i f  poss ib le,  dec is ive surpr ise i f  not .  Fai l ing these,  
f ight ing wi l l  take p lace;  and once f ight ing begins,  a t t r i t ion theory 
comes into p lay.  In  fact  the s tat ic  or  s lower-moving e lement  is  
rea l ly  about  f ight ing.  The mobi le  e lement  is  about  moving,  
dependent  for  i ts  potency on momentum; but  i t  w i l l  have l i t t le  
ef fect  un less i ts  mass cont inues to pose a real  threat  by i ts  
potent ia l  f i repower and potent ia l  mobi l i ty .  Thus once f ight ing 
s tar ts ,  the two theor ies become complementary.  Manoeuvre 
theory represents an added d imension super imposed on at t r i t ion 
theory.  Or  conversely ,  a t t r i t ion theory prov ides manoeuvre theory 
wi th  the sheet  anchor  i t  needs to s tabi l ise i t  in  the s torms of  war .  

 
Turn ing to  b l i tzkr ieg,  wi th  th is  in  mind,  we shal l  see that  the 

German doctr ine had severa l  theoret ica l  weaknesses,  qui te  apar t  
f rom i ts  pract ica l  ones.  I t  underp layed the importance of  the 
s lower-moving e lement ;  and par t ly  for  th is  reason i t  
underest imated the importance of  a t t r i t ion.  
 
THE TERM “OPERATIONAL” 
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Under at t r i t ion theory the same basic  techniques are 
repeated on a larger  and larger  scale up through the levels .  
There is  no def inable cut -of f  po int  wi th in  a theatre of  operat ions,  
shor t  o f  s t ra tegic  level  that  is .  The Anglo-French term “grand 
tact ics” ,  and the way i t  s l ipped a lmost  unnot iced f rom Anglo-
Amer ican usage,  imply  that  the d i f ference through the levels  is  
on ly  one of  degree.  But  manoeuvre theory postu lates the 
in teract ion of  two separate e lements on the same s ide (F ig.  
3b( i ) ) .  There is  a  need to d is t inguish between what  goes on 
wi th in  each of  these e lements and the way the two in teract .  Thus 
there is  a need to def ine three levels ,  the th i rd  in terposed 
between tact ics and st rategy but  concerned wi th act ions wi th in a 
theatre.  So I  fee l  duty  bound to  jo in  var ious of f ic ia l  agencies of  
the Br i t ish and Uni ted States armies in  tak ing yet  another  s tab—
my f i f th  in  2  years,  I  th ink—at def in ing the word “operat ional ”  
(operat iv ,  operat ivny i ) .  Try ing to  def ine the noun “operat ion”  
does not  in  fact  he lp much;  but  once one can p in down the 
adject ive,  the meaning of  the noun spins of f .  
 

I  am now reasonably  sat is f ied,  for  reasons which wi l l  come 
out  la ter ,  that  the word “operat ional ”  has acquired not  two 
mi l i tary  meanings but  three.  F i rs t  there is  the fami l iar  one,  a lso 
used by the Germans and the Russians,  o f  “hav ing d i rect ly  to  do 
wi th war l ike operat ions” ,  contrasted wi th “adminis t rat ive”  or  
“ log is t ic” ,  and wi th the at t r ibut ives “ t ra in ing”  and “exerc ise (as in 
t ra in ing expedient” ,  exerc ise rest r ic t ion”) .  Second comes the 
organisat ional  one of  level—from theatre down to d iv is ion,  or  
thereabouts,  serv ing in  fact  to  ind icate a level  a t  which the two 
e lements ca l led for  by manoeuvre theory in teract .  This  was f ine 
as long as a g iven level  o f  format ion represented a roughly  
constant  capabi l i ty .  But  technologica l  advance,  main ly  in  
mobi l i ty ,  and the constant  search for  new tact ica l  techniques 
have inval idated th is  match.  More and more,  smal l  specia l  force 
detachments l ike the one that ,  despi te lack of  o f f ic ia l  admiss ion,  
undoubtedly  d id take out  the Super  Etandards on the Argent ine 
main land in  the Falk lands War,  or  the Shi ’ i te  fanat ic  who b lew up 
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the Uni ted States Mar ines ’  base in  Bei rut ,  are achiev ing 
successes of  “operat ional ”  and even st rategic  impor tance.  

 
Thus,  both in  genera l  mi l i tary  understanding and in  i ts  

associat ion wi th  manoeuvre theory,  “operat ional ”  has taken on a 
th i rd  meaning d ivorced f rom organisat ional  level .  As I  a t  least  
now see i t ,  for  a  concept ,  p lan or  war l ike act  to  be considered as 
“operat ional ” ,  i t  must  meet  f ive cr i ter ia.  I t  must :  
 

have a miss ion ly ing at  one remove,  and one remove only ,  
f rom an a im which can be stated in  pol i t ico-economic terms 
( in  other  words f rom a st rategic  a im);  
 
by a dynamic,  c losed- loop system, character ised by speed 
and appropr ia teness of  response;  
 
consis t  o f  a t  least  three components,  one of  which ref lects  
the opponent ’s  wi l l ;  
 
be synerget ic—that  is ,  i ts  whole must  have an ef fect  
greater  than that  o f  the sum of  i ts  par ts ;  
 
be se l f -conta ined wi th in  the scope of  i ts  miss ion.  

 
As we shal l  see,  the b l i tzkr ieg concept  s temmed f rom th ink ing of  
th is  k ind.  
 
THE POSTWAR FERMENT 
 

As one who prefers to  v iew h is tory through the wrong end 
of  a  te lescope-preferably  wi th  the lens cap on—unt i l  forced to  
turn the inst rument  the r ight  way round,  I  cannot  see the 
prov is ions of  the Treaty of  Versai l les as other  than reasonable.  
But  to  the Germans—and seemingly  to  many h is tor ians f rom 
among thei r  ers twhi le  enemies—they were dragon’s  teeth.  
Mi l i tar i ly ,  they depr ived Germany of  a l l  weapons capable of  
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of fensive use;  more impor tant  s t i l l ,  they s lashed armed forces of  
mi l l ions to  a to ta l  o f  100 000.  The compound ferment  of  the “s tab 
in  the back”—a necessary i f  quest ionable bel ie f—and of  defeat  
i tse l f  was matched by a very real  need to f ind “a bet ter  way of  
f ight ing” ,  though not  in  the humani tar ian sense in  which L iddel l  
Har t  was to co in th is  phrase.  Unfor tunate ly,  t ry ing to  get  at  the 
b i ts  of  the ins ide story of  the Reichswehr that  mat ter ,  and of  i ts  
growth in to the Wehrmacht  is  l ike panning for  go ld.  There is  
much that  g l is ters;  There is  pret ty  author i ta t ive cover  of  
organisat ion,  t ra in ing pol icy and tact ics;  there are regimenta l  and 
format ion h is tor ies wi th  a cons iderably  h igher  profess ional  
content  than the i r  Br i t ish counterpar ts ;  there are acres of  
d iscuss ion of  b l i tzkr ieg by German and fore ign authors,  
seemingly  based for  the most  par t  on remin iscence.  
 

But  my fa i r ly  thorough and prot racted search,  guided by a 
number of  Amer ican and German author i t ies,  has fa i led to  come 
up wi th anyth ing approaching a def in i t ive s tatement  of  the 
operat ional  concept  of  b l i tzkr ieg.  Somewhere deep in  the L ibrary 
of  Congress,  where most  captured mater ia l  was sent ,  va l id  
documentat ion of  th is  k ind may ex is t .  But  i t  does appear  to  be 
h is tor ica l  fact  that  the Germans succeeded in  burn ing the 
c lass i f ied f i les of  the Oberkommando der  Wehrmacht  and the 
Oberkommando des Heeres.  And those who were in  key posi t ions 
before 1935 are most ly  long s ince dead.  (Were Guder ian s t i l l  
a l ive,  he would have been 97 by the t ime th is  book is  publ ished.)  
I  have therefore re l ied main ly  on d iscuss ions over  the years wi th  
German Of f icers  of  Wehrmacht  v in tage,  inc luding two par t icu lar ly  
br i l l iant  and d is t inguished men.  F i rs t ,  though,  I  want  to  lay a 
brace of  red herr ings.  
 

The f i rs t ,  which wi l l  wave i ts  ta i l  again br ie f ly  in  the next  
chapter ,  concerns the German—Soviet  exper imenta l  and t ra in ing 
centres of  the twent ies.  When I  wrote Red Armour,  I  s t i l l  shared 
the widely  held v iew that  b l i tzkr ieg and Tukhachevski i ’s  deep 
operat ion theory were two s ides of  the same coin.  Then,  by a 
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happy co inc idence,  I  f ina l ly  got  my hands on a copy of  
Tukhachevski i ’s  Selected Works,  and on some key German 
ar t ic les wr i t ten 20 years or  more ago,  just  before I  a t tended a 
Symposium in the Uni ted States,  where I  had the oppor tuni ty  of  
ta lk ing fur ther  wi th  my German f r iends.  I  now inc l ine to  the v iew 
that  the main th ing the German and Soviet  concepts have in  
common is  a tendency to  produce maps covered in  fa t  ar rows as 
opposed to anglophone goose eggs.  
 

For  good reasons,  which I  shal l  br ing out  in  a moment ,  
German documentat ion on the exper imenta l  centres is  heavi ly  
b iased towards the av iat ion centre at  L ipetsk.  I  have found 
noth ing that  comes near  John Er ickson’s  luc id and scholar ly 
t reatment  of  th is  quest ion in  The Soviet  High Command—apart  
f rom some unpubl ished source mater ia l  which he k ind ly  prov ided 
me wi th and which ent i re ly  bears out  h is  analys is  of  the facts .  
Br ie f ly ,  the Germans establ ished a miss ion headquarters in  
Moscow wi th access to the Soviet  Chief  o f  Genera l  Staf f ,  and 
three jo in t  centres—one at  L ipetsk for  av iat ion ( inc lud ing a i r  
observat ion of  ar t i l le ry f i re) ,  one at  Volsk (codename TOMKA) for  
chemical  war fare,  and one for  tanks and mechanisat ion at  Kazan.  
The whole arrangement  was terminated in  1932.  L ipetsk was a 
going concern by 1925 and put  in  a lmost  7 years ’  o f  usefu l  work.  
The Germans were able to  put  a  lo t  o f  p i lo ts  through advanced 
courses;  and the Soviets  prof i ted enormously  in  both t ra in ing and 
technology.  The chemical  war fare centre at  Vo lsk was probably  
establ ished by 1926,  but  fur ther  negot ia t ions in  the fo l lowing 
year  cut  i ts  act iv i t ies back.  In  1928 theoret ica l  co-operat ion at  
the centre i tse l f  was repor ted to be going wel l ;  but  technica l  
problems,  increasing Soviet  char iness about  f ie ld  t r ia ls  and, 
doubt less,  po l i t ica l  sensi t iv i ty  made th is  pro ject  a  very s top—go 
one.  There is  no record of  any posi t ive resul ts ;  but  Volsk may 
wel l  have produced some k ind of  negat ive ev idence which led the 
two countr ies to  absta in f rom chemical  war fare in  the Second 
Wor ld War.  
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Despi te an imposing organ isat ion wi th  t ra in ing,  
development  t r ia l ,  user  t r ia l ,  log is t ic  and admin ist ra t ive wings,  
and an ambit ious programme of  courses,  Kazan never  rea l ly  got  
o f f  the ground.  The set t ing up of  the centre does not  seem to 
have been f ina l ly  agreed unt i l  ear ly  in  1927,  and the f i rs t  tanks,  
sh ipped in  sect ions,  were not  due unt i l  spr ing 1929.  An 
in terest ing s ide l ight  is  that  some of  the s ix ty  Br i t ish tanks 
ordered by the Soviet  Union in  March 1930 were passed on to  
Germany through Kazan.  But  the Red Army had received no 
Soviet  tanks in  quant i ty  by the t ime the centre c losed in  1932.  
Whi le  tact ica l  t ra in ing for  tank of f icers was p lanned,  most  of  the 
courses that  actual ly  took p lace seem to have been at  t rade 
t ra in ing level ,  for  crewmen and f i t ters .  There is  a record of  a 
conference at  Kazan on 30 August  1929 which may have covered 
operat ional  and tact ica l  doct r ine.  But  there is  no ev idence at  a l l  
o f  Kazan having had a decis ive in f luence on German th ink ing.  
 

More interest ing ly ,  ne i ther  Tukhachevski i  nor  any of  the b ig 
names in  German armour seem to have p layed much d i rect  par t  
in  th is  co-operat ion.  Dur ing the per iod in  quest ion,  Tukhachevsk i i  
was f i rs t  Chief  o f  Army Staf f ,  then Commander,  Leningrad 
Mi l i tary  Dis t r ic t .  But  the dominant  Russian f igure was Voroshi lov;  
Tukhachevski i ’s  re la t ions wi th  the Germans appear  to  have been 
very reserved,  and in  1931/2 he was exc luded f rom the German—
Soviet  s taf f  ta lks—or at  least  ceased to  take par t  in  them. Al l  th is  
is  surpr is ing,  the more so in  v iew of  h is  v is i ts  to  the German and 
French war  min is t r ies and staf f  co l leges,  and of  the “German 
connect ion”  on which h is  t r ia l  was based.  One explanat ion is  that  
h is  pol i t ica l  re l iab i l i ty  was a l ready suspect ,  but  in  my v iew,  as I  
shal l  br ing out  in  the next  chapter ,  he may wel l  have been busy 
reth ink ing h is  ideas at  th is  t ime.  Al l  in  a l l ,  there is  l i t t le  to 
suggest  that  e i ther  Soviet  th ink ing in  genera l  or  the f ru i ts  of  a l l  
th is  cooperat ion had any great  ef fect  on the development  of  
German doctr ine.  
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My second and s imi lar  red herr ing is  the in f luence of  Br i t ish 
th ink ing on b l i tzkr ieg.  True,  the key men in  the Reichswehr read 
Ful ler ’s  and L iddel l  Har t ’s  publ icat ions.  True,  Guder ian and h is  
co l leagues met  both these men on a number of  occasions.  
Cer ta in ly  they,  l ike the Russians,  p icked these Br i t ish bra ins.  
And I  am st i l l  convinced (as I  wrote in  Tank Warfare)  that  L iddel l  
Har t ’s  th i r t ies ’  th ink ing and wr i t ing prov ided Guder ian at  once 
wi th a skeleton of  pr inc ip les for  h is  doct r ine and a yardst ick by 
which to  measure i t .  But  there are three reasons why I  by and 
large accept  the German content ion that  Br i t ish in f luence in  the 
format ive s tages was min imal .  F i rs t ,  the seminal  th ink ing took 
p lace before much of  Ful ler ’s  work was publ ished,  and before the 
Sal isbury Pla in exper iments.  Second,  the tank emerged as a 
conclus ion f rom the German studies;  i t  was not  the ir  s tar t ing 
point ;  and the German tact ica l  concept  was fundamenta l ly  an a l l -
arms one.  Thi rd,  the German th ink ing may seem revolut ionary in 
Br i t ish terms;  but  in  the context  o f  German mi l i tary  thought  over 
the prev ious 50 years or  more i t  was evolut ionary.  
 

The main problems which faced von Seeckt  as head of  the 
Truppenamt (Chief  o f  Army Staf f ) ,  and then of  the Reichswehr,  
concerned force st ructure,  t ra in ing and procurement .  One 
suspects that  i t  was main ly  to  ease the last  two of  these that  he 
fostered the German—Soviet  co-operat ion.  Clear ly  the only  way 
to make the Reichswehr the nucleus of  a  substant ia l  f ight ing 
force was to s t ructure i t ,  a lbe i t  c landest ine ly ,  as a cadre;  there 
seems good reason to accept  the German content ion that  th is  
cadre of  100 000 was the f inest  organised body of  men ever  
assembled in  peacet ime.  On the other  hand,  the t ime avai lab le 
for  expansion might  prove to  be very l imi ted;  so the need for  “a  
bet ter  way of  f ight ing”  was ev ident  to  a l l .  
 

As ear ly  as 1922 Guder ian,  then a s taf f  capta in in  the 
t ranspor t  d i rectorate of  the Min is t ry ,  had set  about  explor ing in  
depth the mi l i tary  impl icat ions of  the in ternal  combust ion engine 
on land,  in  the a i r  and at  sea.  He demonstrated f rom his tory  how 
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the great  capta ins of  a l l  t imes had been constant ly  on the lookout  
for  new means of  achiev ing a quick decis ion by a mobi le  form of  
war fare and how,  to  th is  end,  they had increased the numbers of  
the ir  fast -moving t roops.  Guder ian was an infant ry  of f icer ,  and 
h is  key idea at  th is  s tage was to restore the mobi l i ty  and 
of fensive capabi l i ty  of  the in fant ry  by having them r ide not  just  
forward but  in to bat t le  on vehic les.  At  th is  s tage he saw tanks as 
a means of  susta in ing th is  mobi l i ty .  
 

But  the many excel lent  caval ry  minds in  the Reichswehr 
were just  as act ive,  i f  not  more so.  Some, inc lud ing Beck h imsel f ,  
fe l t  that  they were re ject ing Ludendor f f ’s  v iews and going back to  
the correct  in terpretat ion of  Clausewi tz ,  though Werner  Hahlweg 
records von Kle is t ’s  comment  that  “Clausewi tz  rated low back in  
my days at  Staf f  Col lege”.  Be th is  as i t  may,  the ir  th ink ing seems 
to owe more to  Sun Tzu.  Thei r  bas ic  approach was that  i f  you 
were never  going to  be s t rong enough to f ight  and win a bat t le ,  
you had to achieve operat ional  a ims wi thout  f ight ing one.  This  
meant  above a l l  moving faster  than the enemy could respond—
”get t ing ins ide h is  decis ion loop”  as the Amer icans put  i t  today.  
The f i rs t  move was to  turn the enemy tact ica l ly ,  by a surpr ise 
penetrat ion down a boundary or  o ther  weak spot  (o f ten referred 
to  as a “s lashing at tack”) ,  or  bet ter  s t i l l  through a gap.  They were 
f i rm advocates of  the ind i rect  approach,  and of  the pr inc ip le,  
s tated by Jomin i  and re-emphasised by Mahan and L iddel l  Har t ,  
that  the hazards of  d i f f icu l t  ter ra in are a lways preferable to  the 
hazards of  combat .  Anyth ing more than a passing encounter  
bat t le ,  a  l ight  sk i rmish,  had to be avoided.  Otherwise your  
breakout  force would be at  best  s lowed down,  and at  worst  
dest royed.  Once a fast -moving force had got  in to the enemy 
depth and d is located h im at  tact ica l  level ,  i t  had to cont inue 
gain ing depth fast  enough to keep one jump ahead.  As depth 
increased,  the opposi t ion would weaken;  and even i f  i t  d id  not ,  
the leverage exer ted by the force would increase.  
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There were thus two schools  of  thought ,  the “enl ightened 
in fant ry”  v iew and the caval ry  one.  Needless to  say there was a 
th i rd  powerfu l  v iew,  in i t ia l ly  he ld I  th ink by von Seeckt  h imsel f ,  
favour ing in fantry  on thei r  feet  suppor ted by ar t i l lery  as the 
decis ive arm. Looking at  th is  t r iangular  s i tuat ion,  one is  inc l ined 
to th ink that  Guder ian ’s  des ign for  the Panzer t ruppe was a 
compromise.  So i t  is  in terest ing that  Germans brought  up in  the 
cavalry  t rad i t ion saw i t  as an “ext reme” so lut ion.  One can 
perhaps resolve th is  apparent  paradox by look ing on the one 
hand at  the s t ructure of  the Panzer t ruppe as a whole,  and on the 
other  at  the in i t ia l  organisat ions of  the three types of  d iv is ion i t  
conta ined.  In  terms of  speed and cross-country  capabi l i ty  a l ike,  
the physica l  mobi l i ty  of  the force fe l l  shor t  o f  what  the caval ry  
would have l iked.  This  was par t ly  due to the emphasis  p laced by 
Guder ian on f ight ing power,  par t ly  to  the technologica l  l imi ta t ions 
of  the t ime,  compounded by the ef fect  o f  the Versai l les Treaty 
rest r ic t ions.  
 

By contrast  the tank—infantry  rat ios wi th in  d iv is ions were 
ext reme.  The Panzer  d iv is ion proper  came in two k inds,  tank 
heavy by 2 to  1 and 4 to  3 respect ive ly .  The Panzergrenadier  
d iv is ions formed by convers ion of  in fantry  d iv is ions s tar ted wi th  a 
6 to  1 preponderance of  in fant ry ,  but  th is  was la ter  reduced to 4 
to  1.  The “ l ight ”  d iv is ions,  found main ly  by mechanisat ion of  the 
cavalry ,  were in i t ia l ly  4  to  1 in fantry—heavy (a l though th is  
“ in fant ry”  was bred in  the cavalry  t rad i t ion) .  However ,  i t  became 
more and more usual  to  re in force them wi th an independent  tank 
br igade of  three bat ta l ions a pract ice which led to  the ir  
progress ive convers ion to balanced Panzer  d iv is ions.  
 

V iewing a l l  th is  wi th  fore ign h inds ight ,  one tends to  th ink 
that  the bui ldup was set  ro l l ing as at  the touch of  a  but ton by 
Hi t ler ’s  r ise to  power.  Not  so.  Dur ing the 9 years fo l lowing 
Guder ian ’s  in i t ia l  s tud ies,  pract ical  act iv i t ies were conf ined to 
exper iments by the seven-bat ta l ion s t rong Motor  Transpor t  
Corps,  us ing commerc ia l  vehic les wi th  or  wi thout  mock-up tank 
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bodies.  Theoret ica l  s tud ies cont inued in  Ber l in ;  probably  the 
va lue to  the Germans of  the Soviet—German pro ject  lay more in 
the th ink ing i t  inspi red in  Ber l in  than in  what  was achieved on the 
ground at  Kazan.  I t  was not  unt i l  1931,  when Guder ian became 
chief  o f  s taf f  o f  the Transpor t  Inspectorate,  that  th ings rea l ly  
began to move.  Shor t ly  a f ter  Hi t ler  came to power,  the work was 
t ransferred to a new Motor ised Troops Directorate ( l i t .  
 

“Headquar ters of  the motor  combat  t roops”—my i ta l ics) ,  
wi th  Guder ian,  now a Colonel  (Genera l  Staf f ) ,  as i ts  ch ief  o f  
s ta f f .  Not  unt i l  1935 d id the f i rst  f ie ld  t r ia ls  of  a  tentat ive 
armoured d iv is ional  organisat ion take p lace.  These went  wel l ,  
resul t ing in  the format ion of  three armoured d iv is ions,  wi th  
Guder ian h imsel f  tak ing over  2.  Panzer-Div is ion as a test -bed.  
Shor t ly  a f terward three “ l ight ”  and four  motor ised 
(Panzergrenadier)  d iv is ions were formed,  and these ten d iv is ions 
were grouped in to three corps ( la ter  to  be known as 
Panzerkorps) ,  as army group t roops.  

 
A l though the Germans themselves rate Guder ian less h igh ly  

than does fore ign opin ion—perhaps because of  h is  fa i lure in  f ront  
o f  Moscow—it  is  pr imar i ly  to  h im that  the cred i t  for  the st ructure,  
tact ics and equipment  of  the Panzer t ruppe must  go.  Looking at  
what  happened in  other  armies,  one has to  regard the creat ion of  
armoured d iv is ions and corps as a mi lestone in  i tse l f .  But  i t  is  
noteworthy,  even i f  co inc identa l ,  that  1935,  the year  of  the f i rs t  
t r ia ls  at  d iv is ional  level ,  was a lso the year  in  which Beck was 
appointed Chief  o f  Genera l  Staf f .  Al though he res igned less than 
3 years la ter  and in  fact  became the leading mi l i tary  f igure in  the 
ant i -Nazi  res is tance movement ,  Beck’s  is  the name which keeps 
on coming up in  d iscuss ion when one seeks to  p inpoint  
responsib i l i ty  for  the operat ional  doct r ine which came to be 
known as b l i tzkr ieg.  
 
OPERATIONAL DOCTRINE 
 



 16

I  use the word “doct r ine”  adv isedly ,  in  preference to 
“concept”  or  “ theory” .  Cer ta in ly  the impact  o f  b l i tzkr ieg on those 
on the receiv ing end of  i t  was so dramat ic  as to  make i t  seem 
revolut ionary.  But  the more c losely  one looks at  the German 
technique,  the more one sees i t ,  on the one hand,  as a pragmat ic  
manager ia l  response to an ext remely d i f f icu l t  s i tuat ion,  on the 
other  as an evolut ionary development ,  explo i t ing new means,  o f  
the operat ional  th ink ing of  the e lder  Mol tke and Schl ie f fen.  The 
s i tuat ion was a d i f f icu l t  one,  for  the Sturm and Drang of  Hi t ler ’s  
ambit ions considerably  outpaced the at ta inable tempo of  
technologica l  development ,  equipment  procurement  and bui ld-up 
and t ra in ing of  forces.  I  for  one would not  ent i re ly  go a long wi th 
van Crefe ld in  s ing l ing out  the German Genera l  Staf fs  powers of  
organisat ion as the key feature in the Wehrmacht ’s  super ior i ty  
(see Chapters 15 and 16) ;  the i r  command and contro l  technique 
was more impor tant  s t i l l .  But  the select ion and t ra in ing of  the 
Reichswehr d id produce an except ional  concentrat ion of  
manager ia l  ta lent ,  both top management  (Genera l  Staf f )  and 
middle management  (warrant  o f f icers and sergeants) .  At  the 
same t ime,  a mi l i tary  t radi t ion at  both levels ,  conserved in  face 
of  defeat  by Ludendor f f ’s  c la im of  a  “s tab in  the back” ,  ensured 
that  these men v iewed war  wi th  the profess ional  detachment  
necessary for  c lear  th ink ing.  
  

As to  theor is ing,  my impress ion is  that  von Seeckt ,  Beck,  
von Brauchi tsch and the ir  co l leagues reacted to  Ful ler ,  and la ter  
to  de Gaul le  and Tukhachevsk i i ,  in  much the same way as the 
e lder  Mol tke d id to  Clausewi tz—a way which accords wi th  my.  
own v iew that  the va lue of  theor ies of  war  l ies not  in  lay ing down 
a b luepr in t  but  in  promot ing understanding of  th is  phenomenon.  
L ike menta l  sauna-bathers,  they a l lowed the Br i ton ’s  vapour ings,  
the Frenchman’s hot  breath and the Russian’s  co ld wind of  
reason to f low over  them, and came out  a l l  the f i t ter  to  get  on 
wi th  the job.  
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The two German operat ional  o f fens ives of  the F irs t  Wor ld 
War ( in  1914 and 1918)  had only  just  fa i led to achieve a 
decis ion.  And they had ev ident ly  fa i led because the ir  overa l l  
tempo was too s low.  The punches were te legraphed in  
preparat ion and laboured in  execut ion;  as a resul t ,  the defender ,  
despi te  h is  own s luggishness,  was able to  b lock them. The 
leaders of  the Reichswehr d id  indeed form a crack parachute 
d iv is ion under  Student ,  and the i r  successors used Student  and 
h is  men to good ef fect  in  Crete.  But  unl ike the Br i t ish School  and 
Tukhachevsk i i ,  they seem to have seen a i rborne forces very 
much as an opt ional  ext ra—a judgement  subsequent ly  conf i rmed 
by h is tory .  For  them the ro le  of  the powered wing was to  help the 
powered wheel  and t rack ro l l  faster  by suppor t ing them wi th 
in format ion and wi th  f i re.  Thei r  centra l  thought  was to develop a 
smal l  force of  h igh qual i ty  wi th  mobi l i ty  an order  of  magni tude 
h igher  than the rest  of  the army.  They accepted that ,  to  s tar t  
wi th ,  th is  force might  represent  only  5 per  cent  or  so of  avai lab le 
mobi l ised st rength.  No mat ter .  I ts  combat  wor th would l ie  in  
surpr ise and speed of  execut ion—the caval ry  approach.  
 

Employ ing e i ther  s t rategic  or  operat ional  surpr ise,  th is  
force would penetrate to  great  depth,  beyond the enemy 
reserves,  whi le  avoid ing bat t le .  This  would d is locate the enemy 
force physica l ly  and shat ter  i ts  commanders psychologica l ly .  Any 
response they could make would cer ta in ly  be over taken by 
events and probably  be i r re levant  to  the German operat ional  a im.  
Wi th luck the armoured spearheads would go far  and fast  enough 
to cut  the enemy’s main communicat ion ar ter ies,  perhaps even to 
se ize an undefended centre of  reg ional  or  nat ional  government  
and thus act  d i rect ly  on the enemy’s  pol i t ica l  and popular  wi l l .  
 

A much more open quest ion is  how the or ig inators of  the 
doct r ine saw th is  mobi le  force being handled once i t  had broken 
f ree.  In  the Pol ish campaign the under ly ing thought  seems to 
have been the se iz ing of  topographica l  ob ject ives in  great  depth,  
a  r iver  l ine wi th  i ts  cross ings or  a  communicat ions node,  and 
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re l iance on th is  act  to  d is locate the enemy psychologica l ly .  
Because the Pol ish Army for  the most  par t  defended forward,  
German in fant ry  format ions were st i l l  fa i r ly  c lose behind the 
armour and in  a posi t ion to  deal  wi th  these d is located forces.  In  
the French campaign,  the pace of  which perhaps astonished the 
German commanders even more than i t  surpr ised the opposi t ion,  
one sees a tendency to prefer  operat ional  ob ject ives which would 
separate e lements of  the Al l ied forces f rom one another  and/or  
cut  the l ine of  the i r  ret reat .  And th is  mixed approach was by and 
large ref lected in  Yugoslav ia ’  and Greece.  In  Nor th Afr ica,  by 
contrast ,  perhaps because of  the ter ra in and the shape of  the 
usable area of  operat ions,  one sees a sh i f t  towards turn ing 
(which the Amer icans ca l l  “enveloping”)  and the fu l ler  
envelopment  impl ic i t  in  the European understanding of  that  term. 
This  tendency became more and more marked as the Russian 
campaign developed and a succession of  massive Soviet  forces 
were cut  of f ,  enc i rc led and ( in  the Clausewi tz ian sense)  
dest royed”  Cer ta in ly  when the Germans were forced onto the 
s t rategic  defensive,  contro l led manoeuvres of  a  rather  c lass ica l  
k ind became the order  of  the day for  the i r  armour at  both 
operat ional  and tact ica l  levels .  
 

A l l  th is  has led Mat thew Cooper  and others to  suggest  that  
envelopment  was the le i tmot iv  of  the Germans’  armoured 
operat ions in  depth.  Even in  Manste in ’s  defensive operat ions in  
the Ukra ine,  which have recent ly  become the objec t  o f  in tensive 
s tudy in  the West ,  phys ica l  d isrupt ion or  d is locat ion,  as opposed 
to envelopment ,  was of ten both the s tated a im and the actual  
outcome.  I  am inc l ined to  th ink that  they saw envelopment  as a 
mat ter  o f  oppor tuni ty ,  a  response to a s i tuat ion,  ra ther  than a 
fundamenta l  e lement  of  p lanning.  
 

Let  me pose a quasi -paradox which we wi l l  explore fur ther  
in  Par t  2 .  The Germans were undoubtedly  aware that ,  in  
manoeuvre theory as in  basic  physics,  a  lever  requires a fu lcrum. 
This  is  c lear  f rom the way in  which the i r  counter-of fens ive 
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operat ions were a imed at  “ l i f t ing the Soviet  mobi le  forces of f  
the ir  h inges”  (d ie  sowjet ischen Stossgruppen aus den Angeln zu 
heben)  as a pre lude to d isrupt ing or  enveloping them. But  they 
were faced wi th a d ispar i ty  of  tempo between thei r  armour and 
the ir  main force which was bound to separate the two widely  in  
depth as an of fens ive operat ion progressed.  As long as i t  keeps 
ro l l ing and a lso reta ins potent ia l  energy and potent ia l  momentum 
( f i repower and mobi l i ty ,  that  is )  a  mobi le  force i tse l f  acts  as the 
fu lcrum for  a psychologica l  lever  arm which i t  pro jects  a long i ts  
thrust  l ine in  f ront  of  i tse l f .  The Germans have long had a unique 
understanding of  the importance of  the commander ’s  wi l l ,  and I  
v iew th is  psychologica l  leverage,  which we shal l  see tak ing 
physica l  shape la ter  in  Par t  2 ,  as the guid ing pr inc ip le of  
b l i tzkr ieg.  
 
THE INFLUENCE OF HITLER 
 

Both h is  ex-enemies and h is  surv iv ing genera ls  have a 
common vested in terest  in  heaping b lame on Hi t ler ,  and th is  is  of  
l i t t le  he lp to  anyone t ry ing to  draw mi l i tary  lessons f rom the 
Second Wor ld War.  Before at tempt ing to  evaluate b l i tzkr ieg,  I  
should therefore l ike to  toss in  a balancing,  i f  not  ent i re ly  a 
balanced,  v iew.  To do th is  proper ly  would take a book to i tse l f— 
one which I  have l i t t le  desi re to  wr i te-so my in tent ion is  to  
provoke second thoughts rather  than to of fer  conclus ions.  
Al though he explo i ted nat ional ism, rac ism, the sp ir i t  o f  revenge 
and dreams of  nat ional  aggrandisement ,  the real  propuls ive force 
behind Hi t ler ’s  r ise to  power was economic.  He had studied 
Clausewi tz  and understood h im far  bet ter  than most .  But ,  l ike the 
Marx ism i t  in  many ways resembled,  h is  th ink ing saw pol i t ica l  
and st rategic  issues as having economic roots .  His  impat ience 
ev ident ly  s temmed not  on ly  f rom personal  ambit ion and the need 
to susta in the dynamism of  h is  movement ,  but  f rom feel ings of  
economic insecur i ty  in  an unlov ing wor ld .  By the same token, 
perhaps because he doubted the Western Al l ies ’  wi l l  and abi l i ty  
to  open a second f ront  and overest imated the s t rength of  the 
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“West  Wal l ” ,  he seems to have seen the main danger  to  Germany 
as economic exhaust ion rather  than mi l i tary  defeat .  
 

From 1936 onwards Hi t ler  was undoubtedly  moving a great  
deal  faster ,  both in  act ions and in  p lanning,  than h is  genera ls  
would have l iked.  This  prec ip i ta teness,  as wel l  as the moral  
aspects of  Nazi  war  p lan3,  may wel l  have under la in  Beck’s  
res ignat ion in  1938.  Hi t ler  began to  press for  the launching of  the 
French campaign whi le  the operat ions in  Poland were s t i l l  in  
progress.  The data or ig ina l ly  set  was November 1939,  and 
arguments over  postponement  turned in to a k ind of  running f ight .  
Hi t ler ’s  or ig ina l  p lan appears to  have been to overrun France and 
make peace wi th  Br i ta in  in  t ime to face eastwards again by 
summer 1940.  Once the French Campaign was under  way,  the 
pace of  events took even the senior  commanders by surpr ise,  
and i t  was Hi t ler  who urged them to press on however  h igh the 
r isk .  From the Rhineland up to  Operat ion Barbarossa a l l  h is  
horses came in—even the ones h is  genera ls  saw as rank 
outs iders.  Ear ly  t r iumphs on the Eastern Front ,  coupled wi th  
Rommel ’s  mi l i tar i ly  minute but  s t rategica l ly  impor tant  success in 
Af r ica,  seem to have focused Hi t ler ’s  at tent ion on gain ing contro l  
o f  Suez and the economic resources of  the Ukra ine,  then opening 
up a land route to  Ind ia,  and so put t ing the ent i re  Middle East  in  
p incers.  His  dec is ion to  d iver t  forces southwards in to the Ukra ine 
probably p layed a large par t  in  the fa i lure to  complete the 
advance on Moscow and to  occupy Leningrad.  And i t  is  Moscow, 
not  Sta l ingrad,  that  German of f icers in  key posi t ions at  the t ime 
see as the turn ing point  o f  the war.  
 

From 1943 onwards,  Hi t ler  ins is ted on hold ing as far  
forward as poss ib le  so as togeta in contro l  over  the economic 
resources of  the Donets Basin.  This  undoubtedly  depr ived 
Manste in of  the depth of  manoeuvre and speed of  response 
which might  have resul ted in  a German operat ional  v ic tory  
decis ive enough to turn the t ide  eastwards again.  But  wi th  
h inds ight  i t  is  a  n ice quest ion whether  there would have been any 
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stopping the Red Army i f  i t  had broken c lear  west  of  the Dnieper  
before the 1943 spr ing thaw.  In the event ,  the compromise 
arr ived at  between Hi t ler  and Manste in gained the Germans some 
7 months;  and the cr i t ica l  de lay was a mi l i tary  one—the 
postponement  of  Operat ion Ci tadel  ( the Kursk counter-of fens ive)  
f rom Apr i l  to  August .  
 

I t  may even be fa i r  to  say that  Hi t ler ’s  in tervent ions in  the 
conduct  of  the war  were reasonable at tempts to  conserve 
pol i t ico-economic a ims in  face of  a  resurgence of  the “war  for  
war ’s  sake”  t rad i t ion which had germinated in  Schl ie f fen ’s  t ime,  
sprouted v igorously  in  the younger  Mol tke,  and achieved fu l l  
growth in Ludendor f f .  
 

F ina l ly  under  th is  head,  le t  me throw in  a point  for  the 
reader  to  make what  he l ikes of  in  terms of  the re lat ionship 
between Hi t ler  and h is  genera ls .  Taking Manste in as an example 
of  an outstanding and h ighly  respected commander ( though in  h is  
case not  a par t icu lar ly  lovable one) ,  I  asked the senior  
in te l l igence of f icer  o f  h is  headquar ters  (Army Group Don/South)  
what  would have happened i f  Manste in had openly  d isobeyed 
Hi t ler  and been removed,  perhaps d isgraced or  executed.  His  
answer was,  in  ef fect— “Absolute ly  noth ing,  except  that  we’d 
have had a new commander- in-ch ie f . ”  Seemingly  the t roops’  
loyal ty  was exc lus ive ly  focused on Hi t ler .  Goebbels ’  in ternal  
propaganda,  bui l t  on Hi t ler ’s  ear ly  mi l i tary  successes,  must  have 
been a good deal  more purposefu l  and ef fect ive than the t i rades 
he d i rected at  Germany’s  foes.  One of  h is  greatest  
achievements,  th is  of f icer  remarked,  was to create a “Hi t ler  
legend” ,  and to iso late th is  image f rom the increasingly  
quest ionable and widely  rumoured pol ic ies and pract ices of  the 
Fuhrer ’s  entourage.  
 
CRITIQUE 
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The odds stacked against  the Thi rd Reich as the War went  
on may have been overwhelming.  The cr i t ica l  fa i lure in  f ront  o f  
Moscow may have been par t ly  due to  Hi t ler ’s  dec is ion to  turn 
south as wel l .  The defensive successes achieved against  the Red 
Army in  1943 and 1944 may have been notable ones.  But  there is  
no get t ing away f rom the fact  that  Germany embarked on the war  
wi th  b l i tzkr ieg and the Panzer t ruppe as her  dec is ive inst rument  
by land;  and the war ended in uncondi t ional  surrender  af ter  
Germany had been complete ly  overrun f rom east  and west .  This  
fact  should g ive the proponents of  manoeuvre theory,  especia l ly  
o f  manoeuvre theory in the defence,  considerable food for  
thought .  The addic t  o f  a t t r i t ion can argue,  wi th  a good deal  o f  
force,  that  manoeuvre theory comes apar t  when the going gets 
rough.  The quest ion is  whether  b l i tzkr ieg d iverged f rom 
manoeuvre theory in  cruc ia l  respects,  or  fa i led to  take account  of  
the complementar i ty  o f  manoeuvre theory and at t r i t ion theory 
fo l lowing main force contact .  Wi th  h indsight  the German doctr ine 
appears open to cr i t ic ism on both these counts.  
 

Hi t ler  got  involved in  a major  war  long before h is  war 
machine was mi l i tar i ly  or  economical ly  ready for  one.  As a resul t ,  
the Wehrmacht  achieved the br i l l iance of  a  f i rs t - ra te team but  
never  the “s t rength in  depth”  o f  a  great  one.  Both the Army and 
the Air  Force s tar ted the war  wi th  too few men t ra ined in  .key 
sk i l ls ,  and wi th too few t ra in ing resources to keep up wi th  
at t r i t ion even when th ings were going wel l .  Development  was 
rushed.  To quote hut  a few examples,  the Me-110 fe l l  between 
two stools  in  i ts  character is t ics and had dangerous v ices.  The 
Panther  (Pzkw.V)  tanks for  which Operat ion Ci tadel  was delayed 
had severe carburat ion problems;  when they d id not  catch f i re  of  
the ir  own accord,  they were apt  to  be set  on f i re  even by h i ts  
which d id not  penetrate the armour .  And the Me-262 je t  f ighters 
were too unre l iab le and too dangerous to handle for  the ir  
outs tanding per formance to be of  much value.  
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Product ion of  top pr ior i ty  mater ie l  l ike combat  a i rcraf t  and 
tanks was just  about  adequate though permanent ly  cr is is- - r idden.  
But  the f low of  impor tant  equipment  on s l ight ly  lower pr ior i ty  was 
never  more than an in termit tent  and i l l  coord inated dr ibb le.  When 
the French campaign was launched in  May 1940,  only  two out  of  
the e ighty Panzergrenadier  bat ta l ions then in  ex is tence had the 
Sdkfz.251 armoured hal f - t rack.  The rest  had to make do wi th  the 
larger  unarmored vers ion or  wi th  rather  ind i f ferent  wheeled sof t  
sk ins.  Even when the avai lab i l i ty  o f  armoured personnel  Carr iers  
peaked,  a t  the t ime in  fact  of  Operat ion Ci tadel ,  on ly  twenty—six 
out  of  226 Panzergrenadier   un i ts  (under12 per  cent)  were 
armoured.  With unspectacular  but  essent ia l  equipment  l ike 
t rucks,  the s i tuat ion var ied f rom the chaot ic  to  the laughable.  
Then again on a par t icu lar  day ear ly  in  1943,  the Nor thern 
Centra l  Army Groups on the Eastern Front  numbered just  three f i t  
ranks between them. Even in  Manste in ’s  Army Group Don/South,  
granted pr ior i ty  for  re inforcement ,  armoured d iv is ions (s ic)  were 
lucky to have two f igures ’  wor th of  f i t  tanks to  the ir  name.  
Cont ingency i tems l ike winter  c lo th ing e i ther  d id not  ex is t  or  
could not  be moved;  and th is  was a major  factor ,  perhaps the 
decis ive one,  in  the fa i lure to  take Moscow. 
 

The d is t inguish ing feature of  the b l i tzkr ieg of fens ive is  
avoidance of  bat t le .  And i t  is  here,  I  th ink,  that  Guder ian ’s  
organisat ional  so lut ion d iverged f rom the cavalry  operat ional  
concept  appl ied to  i t .  Th is  br ings up the whole quest ion of  
mobi l i ty  ra t ios which we shal l  be examin ing in  Par t  2 .  The “ l ight  
d iv is ions”  were capable of  swi f t  and s i lent  movement  over  
un l ike ly  ter ra in.  B i t  they lacked the punch even to pose a 
credib le threat ,  le t  a lone to implement  i t .  Both the tank-heavy 
and the balanced types of  Panzer  d iv is ions achieved a h igh 
enough tempo to keep one jump ahead as long as the ( l i tera l )  
go ing was good and the log is t ics worked.  But  once s lowed down 
and weakened by Russian condi t ion  and log is t ic  overst retch,  
they began to lack both the agi l i ty  to  avoid bat t le  and the punch 
to g ive i t .  
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Even more important ,  the rest  o f  the German Army was st i l l  
muscle-powered ,  t ied to  the speed of  the boot  and the hoof .  The 
fa i lure to  prov ide a sound f leet  o f  log is t ic  vehic le  (see above 
combined wi th  the wanton destruct ion of  Russian-gauge ro l l ing 
s tock to  rupture the chain of  resupply .  As armoured of fens ives  
ga ined  depth,  and even in  defensive operat ions the 
Panzer t ruppe and  “ the rest ”   usual ly  fount   themselves f ight ing 
two d i f ferent  bat t les,  i f  not  two d i f ferent  war  a l though,  as  
ment ioned above,  the armoured forces themselves created 
psychologica l  leverage in  f ront  o f  them, separat ion between them 
and the main force became so great  as to  make nonsense of  any 
physica l  leverage developed between the two.  At  h igher  tact ica l  
level ,  the tank-heavy Panzer  d iv is ions (which were in  the 
major i ty)  tended to run out  o f  in fantry  when they encountered 
ser ious opposi t ion,  d i f f icu l t  ter ra in,  or  both these in  combinat ion.  
This  is  to  my mind the most  credib le of  the many explanat ions 
of fered for  the hold in  f ront  o f  Dunki rk  which,  by a l lowing much of  
the Br i t ish Army to escape,  became the f i rs t  turn ing-point  o f  the 
war .  Unless there was a ra i lway in  the r ight  p lace,  secure and 
operat ing,  there was just  no means of  rap id re in forcement .  Even 
in  1943,  “ the rest ”  remained ent i re ly  dependent  on the ra i lway for  
rapid t roop movement ,  and the Panzer t ruppe too depended on i t  
for  resupply  and re in forcement .  
 

This  chronic  condi t ion of  log is t ic  overst retch and lack of  
punch at  the sharp end had an ext remely ser ious consequence. 
Magni f icent ly  as they manoeuvred and fought ,  and valuable as  
the ir  operat ional  successes were,  the Panzert ruppe seldom won 
decis ive operat ional  or  s t rategic  success in  bat t le .  They were 
hal ted and forced back in  f ront  o f  Moscow,  held outs ide 
Leningrad,  thrown back at  A lem Hal fa,  prevented f rom breaking 
in to or  out  of  the Sta l ingrad r ing,  defeated at  Kursk,  hal ted at  
Bastogne.  The German Army’s greatest  success in  bat t le  as 
opposed to manoeuvre was probably  in  I ta ly ,  and th is  was a 
posi t ional  defence conducted by in fantry  and based on ground of  
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immense tact ica l  s t rength.  Wi th th is  except ion,  once the Soviets  
and the Western Al l ies had agonis ing lv  hauled themselves up by 
the ir  bootst raps in to the f i rs t  d iv is ion,  the Germans were soon 
shown up as lack ing “st rength in  depth” .  

 
Though I  have not  seen i t  spel t  out  e lsewhere,  Soviet -

inspi red h inds ight  a lso suggests to  me that  the Panzer t ruppe ran 
ext remely h igh and largely  avoidable operat ional  and tact ica l  
r isks by fa i l ing to  mount  in te l l igence operat ions commensurate 
wi th  the scope and tempo of  the i r  manoeuvre.  Thei r  aer ia l  
reconnaissance was excel lent  as long as the a i r  s i tuat ion a l lowed 
i t  to  be.  Thei r  armoured reconnaissance was sk i l fu l ,  a t  once 
d iscreet  and bold,  though perhaps lack ing in  depth.  And the i r  
s ignals  in te l l igence ( in tercept) ,  on which they re l ied very heavi ly ,  
was outs tanding.  But  a  recent  Oppor tuni ty  I  have had to  s tudy 
operat ions in  the Ukra ine shows the General  Staf f ’s  approach to 
in te l l igence—though far  ahead of  Br i t ish and a i r t ime Amer ican 
pract ice-was essent ia l ly  der ived f rom the requi rements of  
pos i t ional  war fare.  There is  no s ign of  the carefu l ly  d i rected 
gather ing and updat ing of  in format ion on the enemy depth which 
the Red Army pract iced in  war  and the Soviet  Army has 
developed in to a key aspect  of  i ts  operat ional  concept .  German 
“operat ional  reconnaissance”  was equiva lent  to  the Br i t ish 
concept  of  “medium reconnaissance”,  not  the Soviet  one.  As we 
shal l  see,  manoeuvre theory ca l ls  for  c lear-cut  concept  of  
“operat ional  in te l l igence”  (as compared wi th  tact ica l  o-  s t rategic  
in te l l igence)  and the resources to  implement  i t .  I  ra ise th is  issue 
now because I  shal l  explore the re lat ionship between in format ion 
and r isk fu l ly  in  Par t  3 .  
 
 The Wehrmacht  was undoubtedly  caught  in  the web of  a 
mismatch between the scope and urgency of  po l i t ico. . .economic 
a ims on the one hand,  and l imi tat ions in  human and mater ia l  
resources on the other .  What  is  more,  the rac is t  and genera l ly  
oppress ive pol ic ies inherent  in  Nazism proved to be a severe 
mi l i tary  handicap.  Without  these,  res is tance movements in  the 
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West  would have been hard to susta in;  the Bal t ic  States would 
have prov ided more numerous,  bet ter  and more re l iab le t roops 
than they in  fact  d id ;  and Georg ia and the Ukra ine would have 
been a source of  h igh-grade recru i tment  rather  than v ic ious 
par t isan opposi t ion.  This  is  a key lesson for  the masters of  
manoeuvre.  But  in  compar ing the l i t t le  one knows of  the 
development  of  b l i tzkr ieg wi th even the embryonic  form of  Tukha-
chevski i ’s  deep operat ion theory,  one cannot  he lp wonder ing 
whether  Soviet  success,  in  par t icu lar  the rapid i ty  wi th  which they 
were able to  improve the ir  tact ica l  and operat ional  techniques,  
d id  not  owe much to a theoret ica l  foundat ion which was at  once 
sound,  adaptable,  c lear ly  s tated and widely  d isseminated.  
 
 
 
 


