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DEEP OPERATION THEORY 
 

“ar t i l lery ,  tanks,  av iat ion  and in fantry ,  cooperat ing 
amongst  themselves,  s imul taneously  in f l ic t  a  defeat  on 
the enemy’s combat  order  throughout  i ts  whole depth. ”
  

TUKHACHEVSKII ,  as quoted by LOSIK 
 
 
 
 
TUKHACHEVSKII  AND TRIANDAFILLOV 
 

At  the same t ime as von Seeckt  and h is  co l leagues were 
beginning to brood over  b l i tzkr ieg,  Tukhachevski i  was s tanding back 
menta l ly  f rom the t raumas of  the Red Army’s  format ion and the tumult  
o f  the Civ i l  War,  and star t ing to  shape lessons for  the fu ture f rom his  
exper iences.  He was a lso able to  draw on a t rad i t ion of  manoeuvre in  
genera l  and the turn ing movement  in  par t icu lar ,  cont inu ing unbroken 
f rom the e ighteenth-century wr i t ings of  Genera l  Ukuniev (quoted by 
Jomini) ,  an ear l ier  advocate of  cooperat ion between arms.  This  
t rad i t ion was probably  der ived,  as Duf fy  and Bel lamy have postu lated,  
f rom Genghis  Khan’s  way of  war  and,  fo l lowing th is  path back through 
t ime,  f rom Sun Tzu.  I t  is  not  wi thout  s ign i f icance that  at  least  four  
Russian t rans lat ions of  Sun Tzu have been made.  Among the many 
levels  of  in terpretat ion to  which the Chinese master ’s  “ord inary force” 
(cheng)  and “ext raord inary force”  (ch ’ i )  lend themselves is  the phys ica l  
one which equates “ord inary force”  (wi th  which one engages the 
enemy) to  the “hold ing force” ,  and “ext raord inary force”  (wi th  which 
one wins the bat t le)  to  the “mobi le  force” .  Again Sun Tzu’s  analogy of  
a  tor rent  o f  water  ( “Now the shape of  an army resembles water” )  
per fect ly  expresses the dynamism of  manoeuvre theory and,  
inc identa l ly ,  the untranslatable German concept  of  
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Schwerpunktb i ldung,  of  which “development  of  a centre of  ef for t ”  is  a 
to ta l ly  inadequate render ing.  
 

As the epigraph of  th is  chapter  suggests,  the focal  po ints  of  
Tukhachevski i ’s  th ink ing were the a l l -arms bat t le  and the pr inc ip le of  
s imul tanei ty  one,  which is  by no means easy to grasp.  He in terpreted 
s imul tanei ty  as br ing ing the largest  possib le number of  t roops in to 
contact  a t  the same t ime,  and thus as requi r ing a concept ,  which 
of fered the maximum contact  area.  In  h is  twent ies ’  wr i t ings he argued 
that  th is  ca l led for  a  mass army operat ing over  a broad f ront .  The 
contact  was f ronta l  (FIG.  4a)  To succeed,  you had to  have a suf f ic ient  
densi ty  of  t roops over  the whole f ront  not  on ly  to  p in the enemy down 
but  to  achieve a favourable rat io  of  a t t r i t ion ra tes,  p /us enough 
reserves to  achieve decis ive super ior i ty  a t  the cr i t ica l  t ime and p lace.  
A l l  th is  was the task of  in fant ry ,  ar t i l lery  and tanks act ing in  concer t .  
Then,  wi th  the enemy p inned down everywhere and broken at  the 
chosen point ,  you could launch your  caval ry ,  wi th  a i r  and mechanised 
suppor t ,  through the gap.  Al though th is  concept  a l lowed for  
operat ional  manoeuvre to  achieve a decis ion,  i t  owed a great  deal  to  
at t r i t ion theory.  

 

F ig  4 .  Tukhachevsk i i ’ s  “max imum contact  a rea”  a .  broad  f ront .  B .  Deep  
bat t les .  

 
Against  th is  background,  the impact  of  Tr iandaf i l lov ’s  work The 

Character  of  the Operat ions of  Modern Armies becomes c lear ,  as do 
the respect ive contr ibut ions of  these two br i l l iant  Tsar is t - t ra ined 
of f icers to  the evolut ion of  the Soviet  concept  of  land war fare.  
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Tr iandaf i l lov focuses on the importance of  the “shock army”,  a  
powerfu l ;  versat i le  force composed of  a l l  arms inc lud ing av iat ion (and,  
inc identa l ly ,  hav ing a substant ia l  o f fens ive chemical  capabi l i ty ) .  He 
envisages the development  of  modern armies in  two stages,  the f i rs t  o f  
which is  s t i l l  in fant ry-centred and corresponds reasonably  c losely  to 
Tukhachevski i ’s  broad f ront  concept .  
 

In  Tr iandavi l lov ’s  second stage,  the “shock army”  remains 
responsib le  for  the break- in  but  is  complete ly  reshaped to conta in what  
we should now cal l  the “mobi le  force”  as wel l .  “Manoeuvre tanks”  
(contrasted wi th  “powerfu l  tanks”  and “ tanket tes”) ,  in  conjunct ion wi th  
specia l  motor ised forces,  re ferred to  as “mechanised caval ry” ,  operate 
in  depth as “s t rategic  caval ry” .  In  a fur ther  s tage of  development ,  
these tank and mechanised forces become organic  to  corps,  armies,  
and even d iv is ions,  and are complemented by motor ised machine gun 
bat ta l ions and sel f -propel led ar t i l lery .  Tr iandaf i l lov a lso in t roduces,  
a lbe i t  tentat ive ly ,  the other  key concept  pecul iar  to  the Soviet  
approach,  the interchangeabi l i ty  of  combat  t roops and f i re ,  
 

F igurat ive ly  speaking,  th is  second stage concept ,  coupled wi th 
the not ion of  in terchangeabi l i ty ,  revolut ion ised Tukhachevski i ’s  
approach to s imul tanei ty .  More l i tera l ly ,  i t  turned h is  thoughts neat ly  
through 90 degrees (F ig.  4b) ,  f rom the “broad f ront ”  to  the “deep 
bat t le” ,  whi le  conserv ing the pr inc ip le of  maximum contact  area.  The 
f i rs t  ( incomplete)  ed i t ion of  Tr iandaf i l lov ’s  book was publ ished in  1930,  
and Tukhachevski i ’s  “deep bat t le”  concept ,  the f i rs t  s tage of  h is  “deep 
operat ion theory” ,  and took f i rm shape about  1932 whence my remark 
in  the prev ious chapter  that  Tukhachevsk i i ’s  absence f rom the 
German—Soviet  s taf f  ta lks may have been due to h is  preoccupat ion 
wi th  th is  fundamenta l  re th ink.  The new approach launched the 
format ion of  the Red Army’s mechanised corps and culminated in  “PU-
36” ,  the 1936 Fie ld Serv ice Regulat ions that  Tukhachevski i  cer ta in ly  
masterminded and probably wrote.  
 

In  the fo l lowing year  Sta l in ,  us ing as excuses the lessons of  the 
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Spanish Civ i l  War and Tukhachevski i ’s  a l leged involvement  wi th  the 
Abwehr ( the German in te l l igence serv ice) ,  but  a lmost  cer ta in ly  seeing 
a potent ia l  r iva l ,  had the great  man and f ive of  h is  s ix  most  able  
co l leagues shot .  The mechanised corps was d isbanded or  penny-
packeted,  tank format ions were l imi ted to  br igade level  wi th  a h igh 
propor t ion of  independent  tank bat ta l ions;  the infant ry  regained the i r  
dominance,  and deep operat ion theory gave way to at t r i t ion theory.  
This  purge and reversal  o f  po l icy largely  accounts for  the course taken 
by the Russo-Finnish War,  and was a major  factor  in  Hi t ler ’s  decis ion 
to  launch Operat ion Barbarossa.  
 
THE SECOND WORLD WAR (“THE GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR”)  
 

To the ret reat ing Russians,  o f ten complete ly  surrounded and 
more of ten st i l l  threatened wi th envelopment ,  the ear ly  German 
successes must  have looked l ike deep operat ion theory in  act ion.  This  
factor ,  the ev ident  need for  drast ic  changes,  and a lmost  cer ta in ly  
pressure f rom of f icers who had been up-and-coming d isc ip les of  
Tukhachevski i ’s  resul ted in  the Supreme Headquar ters (Stavka) 
Di rect ive of  10 January 1942.  This  Di rect ive,  together  wi th  two 
implement ing orders promulgated la ter  that  year ,  e f fect ive ly  re instated 
deep operat ion theory and set  in  t ra in  the reorganisat ion i t  ca l led for .  
The four  tank armies formed by the t ime of  Sta l ingrad had tank 
s t rength of  400 to 450 on paper .  Dur ing 1943 th is  f igure rose to  about  
500,  a  f igure we shal l  see to  be a key one in  manoeuvre by armoured 
forces.  
 

The two s ides ’  operat ions in  the Ukra ine between Sta l ingrad and 
Kursk,  say in  the f i rs t  9  months of  1943,  i l lust rate the whole essence 
of  modern manoeuvre theory.  In  the f i rs t  phase of  the post-Sta l ingrad 
of fens ive,  5  Tank Army was used for  the break- in ,  wi th  independent  
tank corps and br igades—represent ing the o ld organisat ion and the 
f i rs t  s tage of  the metamorphosis—in the fo l low-up force.  This  evolved 
fa i r ly  rapid ly  in to a three-phase,  or  three-echelon,  pat tern.  In  a f ront  
(army group)  of fens ive the independent  tank br igades and bat ta l ions 
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were ass igned to in fantry  format ions for  the break- in ;  tank and 
mechanised corps were employed to complete the penetrat ion,  screen 
of f  i ts  f lanks,  and perhaps seize shor t - range operat ional  ob ject ives 
such as ra i l  junct ions or  br idges.  Tank armies,  somet imes st i f fened 
wi th  an addi t ional  tank corps or  so,  formed the f ront ’s  mobi le  group, 
then st i l l  known as the “shock group” .  This  group was held back unt i l  i t  
could be launched c leanly  beyond “operat ional  depth” ,  the depth,  that  
is ,  a t  which a manoeuvre would force the enemy to react  a t  operat ional  
level .  
 

At  th is  po int  development  of  the concept  came up against  two 
conf l ic t ing ca l ls  on the l imi ted armoured and mechanised resources 
avai lab le.  On the one hand,  as the mobi le  group demonstrated i ts ,  
potent ia l ,  there was a tendency to  enhance i ts  power and scope by 
g iv ing i t  more tanks,  by expanding i t  in  fact  in to  a two-  or  even three-
echelon force.  This  b igger  and more complex force natura l ly  requi red a 
larger  mechanised in fant ry  (motor  r i f le)  component  too.  As a resul t ,  
the second (breakthrough)  echelon of  the main force,  made up of  
independent  tank and mechanised corps,  was weakened,  i ts  ro le  being 
rest r ic ted to  complet ing and secur ing the penetrat ion.  
 

On the other  hand,  even the three-echelon pat tern (break- in ,  
breakthrough,  and breakout)  o f ten fa i led to ensure a c lean launch for  
the mobi le  group.  The in i t ia l  response to  th is  was s imply  to  make the 
mobi le  group complete the penetrat ion and f ight  i ts  way c lear .  As a 
resul t  i t  was s lowed down,  weakened,  d isorganised and log is t ica l ly  
over  s t re tched to the point  where i t  became easy meat  for  a  German 
counter-of fens ive,  usual ly  executed at  Panzerkorps level .  As a resul t ,  
the Red Army ef fect ive ly  added a four th  phase to i ts  of fens ive concept .  
The th i rd  echelon’s  task became not  just  to  complete the penetrat ion 
of  the defence,  but  to ’  secure a deployment  area,  a  k ind of  
br idgehead,  for  the mobi le  group to shake i tse l f  out  in .  
 

These problems were fa i r ly  qu ick ly  and very ef fect ive ly  so lved 
because they were basica l ly  amenable to  an increase in  mass,  and the 
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Soviet  war  ef for t  was by that  t ime geared to  achiev ing th is .  
Shor tcomings in  command and contro l ,  and in  ar t i l lery  and a i r  suppor t ,  
proved to be less t ractable.  When the new ru les were promulgated in  
October  1942,  on ly  a spr ink l ing of  o f f icers in  the tank arm,  and any 
surv ivors of  Tukhachevski i ’s  mechanised force who happened to be 
around,  had much feel  or  l ik ing for  them. The readiness of  the gunners 
and the in fant ry  to  p ick holes in  the new concept  was fostered by the 
ru les as they s tood being far  f rom workable.  The gross 
underest imat ion of  the breakthrough problem discussed above was 
compounded by l imi tat ions in  movement  techniques,  and by lack of  the 
s tanding operat ing procedures (SOPs) needed for  deployment  f rom the 
move,  for  pass ing successive echelons though one another ,  and for  
carry ing out  ro l l ing re l ie fs .  
 

Just  as embryonic  were the k ind of  communicat ions needed to 
contro l  mobi le  operat ions.  The communicat ions complexes wi th which 
the Red Army ended the war,  employ ing up to s ix  major  nets  in  an 
army headquar ters,  were the outcome of  lessons learnt  the hard way.  
This  lack of  the phys ica l  means of  t roop contro l  compounded the two-
pronged psychologica l  problem that  p lagued the Red Army then as i t  
does the Soviet  Army today—the run-of - the-mi l l  Russian of f icer ’s  
tendency to  do noth ing unt i l  not  just  to ld  to  but  act ive ly  prodded;  and 
h is  understandable fear  of  repor t ing an adverse s i tuat ion lest  he be 
held to  b lame for  i t .  As the wastage rate among d iv is ional  and h igher  
format ion commanders shows,  the only  way of  achiev ing any f lex ib i l i ty  
at  a l l  was forward command of  the most  ext reme k ind.  
 

Death in  bat t le  at  the head of  one’s  t roops was undoubtedly  
preferable to  the pr ice of  fa i lure-publ ic  execut ion,  or  the miser ies of  a  
penal  bat ta l ion culminat ing in  d ismemberment  on a minef ie ld .  But  th is  
ra ther  sn ide comment  does not  serve to  expla in the contrast  between 
the excel lence of  the top- f l ight  Soviet  o f f icers  and the mediocr i ty  o f  
the rest—something just  as conspicuous and just  as enigmat ic  today 
as i t  was then.  
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More ser ious s t i l l ,  and more recalc i t rant  than the problems of  
tact ics,  even than those of  command and contro l ,  were the inabi l i ty  o f  
the Soviet  ar t i l lery  of  the day to  suppor t  mobi le  operat ions,  and the 
to ta l  absence of  the k ind of  contro l  and l ia ison arrangements needed 
for  ef fect ive c lose a i r  suppor t .  Lack ing anyth ing resembl ing an 
armoured personnel  carr ier ,  the Red Army was forced to mount  i ts  
mechanised in fant ry  in  sof tsk ins of  l imi ted per formance,  or  to  have 
them r ide on tanks.  In  e i ther  event ,  the German ar t i l lery  was usual ly  
ab le to  separate the Soviet  in fant ry  f rom thei r  tanks at  a  very ear ly  
s tage in  the bat t le .  This  vu lnerabi l i ty  o f  the mobi le  force to ar t i l lery  
f i re  doubled the d i f f icu l ty  of  advancing beyond ar t i l lery  range.  The 
mobi le  force lacked both the d i rect  supports  i t  needed to mainta in  
momentum, and the counter-bat tery  capabi l i ty ,  which might  a t  least  
have postponed the separat ion of  tanks and in fantry.  I  f ind i t  
in terest ing that  the Soviets  were prepared to d iver t  large numbers of  
tank hul ls  for  assaul t  guns (SU guns)  but  none,  as far  as I  know,  for  
“se l f -propel led”  ar t i l lery mount ings in  the accepted sense of  that  term,  
or  for  armoured personnel  carr iers .  
 

Be th is  as i t  may,  f rom late 1943 onwards the ar t i l lery  component  
of  tank and mechanised corps was st i f fened by the addi t ion of  a  
reg iment ’s  wor th of  assaul t  guns.  These were used a lmost  ent i re ly  in  
the d i rect  f i re  ro le  for  which they were best  su i ted,  leav ing the 
counter-bat tery  problem unsolved.  As far  as I  know,  the only  t ru ly  
mobi le  ind i rect  f i re  weapon system the Red Army f ie lded dur ing the 
war  was the t ruck-mounted mul t i -barre l led rocket  launcher  ( the “Sta l in  
organ” ,  now beloved of  “phase three”  revolut ionary forces) .  Even had 
the technology and product ion resources been avai lab le,  the 
conservat ism of  the Russian ar t i l lery  arm,  redoubled by the ev ident 
inadequacy of  i ts  procedures for  mobi le  operat ions,  might  wel l  have 
fa i led to  achieve the proper  suppor t .  I t  is  s ign i f icant  that  the Soviet  
Army,  wi th  an ar t i l lery  arm as preeminent  in  h is tory as that  of  the 
French,  was by many years the last  advanced army to acqui re proper 
se l f -propel led ar t i l lery .  
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Both ar t i l lery  and a i r  suppor t  were-and st i l l  are-severe ly 
hampered by the absence of  requests in i t ia ted at  low levels  and 
passed upwards.  In  most  advanced armies,  even major  f i re  p lans are 
bui l t  up in  th is  way.  But  in  Soviet  eyes a request  l ike th is  would be 
seen e i ther  as cowardice,  or  as an in f r ingement  of  the h igher  
commander ’s  author i ty—two par t icu lar ly  wel l - t rodden shor t  cuts  to  the 
nearest  penal  bat ta l ion.  In  any event ,  despi te  the success of  the jo in t  
av iat ion centre at  L ipetsk,  the Red Army never  developed the k ind of  
techniques for  c lose a i r  suppor t  which were p ioneered by the 
Wehrmacht  and ef fect ive ly  p icked up and developed by the Western 
Al l ies.  Despi te  the lav ish scale of  tact ica l  a i r  and the presence of  an 
a i r  army wi th in  each f ront  (army group) ,  c lose a i r  suppor t  operat ions 
were mounted and coord inated at  f ront  level ,  wi th  army- level  f lank 
l ia ison between the a i r  army and the tank or  a l l -arms army to be 
suppor ted.  The postwar  Soviet  Army d id in t roduce a forward a i r  contro l  
organisat ion capable of  put t ing tentac les (as we should ca l l  them) 
forward to  d iv is ion.  But  only  very recent ly  has th is  shown any s igns of  
funct ion ing in  the way fami l iar  to  Western so ld iers and a i rmen;  and the 
la test  in format ion suggests a reversal  o f  that  t rend.  
 

From the end of  1943 onwards,  there were few changes in  
concept ,  organisat ion or  tempo.  As a lways in  Soviet  pract ice,  the 
format ions of  the mobi le  force tended to grow in  s ize,  a  1945 tank 
army having tank s t rength of  ra ther  over  500.  By the same token,  the 
scope of  operat ions—in par t icu lar  the i r  depth—progress ive ly  
increased;  but  th is  was due main ly  to  deter iorat ion in  the qual i ty  and 
st rength of  the opposi t ion.  The tank army,  re in forced as appropr ia te,  
became the normal  mobi le  group of  a  f ront ,  and tank army operat ions 
between la te 1943 and 1945 show a remarkable consis tency of  tempo.  
Thei r  overa l l  durat ion was about  30 days,  sp l i t  more or  less evenly  
between mount ing and execut ion.  The best  t ime to launch the mobi le  
group was considered to  be D ± 4 or  D + 5,  a t  an “operat ional  depth”  N 
vary ing between 35 and 60 k i lometres beyond the in i t ia l  l ines of  
contact .  The tank army tended to gather  momentum through the 10 
days or  so of  i ts  operat ion,  achiev ing an average rate of  advance of  
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some 50 k i lometres per  day.  The break- in  and break- through bat t le  
l ikewise accelerated f rom a typ ica l  5  k i lometres on the f i rs t  2  days to  
perhaps 25 k i lometres per  day on the f i f th .  
 
GROUND FORCES IN THE POSTWAR PERIOD 
 

In  the 40 years s ince the end of  the Second Wor ld War basic  
deep operat ion theory has shown l i t t le  change f rom the or ig ina l  
pat tern—a hold ing force,  a lso responsib le for  the break- in  bat t le ,  and 
a mobi le  force whose conduct  is  based on turn ing the largest  poss ib le  
enemy mass.  The pr inc ip le  of  “s low in ,  fast  out ”—del iberate 
act ion/ t ight  re in  in  the break- in ,  and dash/ loose re in in  the break-out—
is unchanged.  But  in  pract ice the Soviets ’  ext remely advanced C3I  
systems have a lmost  cer ta in ly  depr ived the mobi le  force commander of  
h is  prev ious f reedom of  act ion and resul ted in  a k ind of  “ forward 
command f rom the rear” .  In  ef fect ,  an army commander can now 
d i rect ly  contro l  a  company group wi thout  moving,  f rom his  
headquarters;  and i t  would be very un-Russian of  h im to res is t  do ing 
just  that  th ing.  
 

The tank corps became a tank d iv is ion,  wi th  some 340 tanks and 
230 in fantry- f ight ing vehic les ( IFVs)—strength in  main tact ica l  t racks 
s ign i f icant ly  h igher  than that  o f  the war t ime tank army.  The corps level  
d isappeared f rom the main force s t ructure,  the term’s “corps”  and 
“br igade”  being reserved for  specia l ised format ions;  and the tank army 
grew to s t rength of  about  2400 main tact ica l  t racks.  The a l l -arms army,  
of  four  mechanised d iv is ions and one tank d iv is ion,  shows a very 
s imi lar  f igure for  main tact ica l  t racks,  but  is  about  ha l f  as s t rong again 
in  ar t i l lery  and men.  By and large both tank and mechanised 
format ions have the same major  equipments and thus the same 
physica l  mobi l i ty .  But  the p lanned overa l l  tempo of  the tank force is  
roughly  twice that  o f  the a l l -arms force-and four  t imes that  o f  the 
war t ime tank army.  
 

The heavy break- in  fast  breakout  pat tern remained v i r tua l ly  
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unchanged unt i l  about  1960.  Then the f i rs t  phase of  the “ revolut ion in  
mi l i tary  af fa i rs”  ushered in  the heyday of  the bat t le f ie ld  nuclear  
weapon,  and of  the employment  of  tanks in  mass.  The vast  tank 
format ions ro l led forward over  a nuc lear  and chemical  carpet ,  wi th  
l i t t le  need to f ight  or  manoeuvre,  the a l l  arms force being re legated to 
a secondary ro le  of  prov id ing d ivers ions and mopping up.  For  ev ident  
reasons,  i t  was at  th is  s tage too that  the concept  of  in terchangeabi l i ty  
o f  combat  t roops and f i re came in to i ts  own.  For  the nuclear  weapon 
d id more than just  neutra l ise i ts  target ;  i t  achieved a large measure of  
dest ruct ion,  and incapaci ta ted the remnants for  long enough for  fast -
moving tanks to c lose up to them. 
 

In  the Soviet  Union,  the end of  th is  phase was marked by a non-
nuclear  scenar io  for  the r iver  cross ing in  Exerc ise Dnieper ,  the 
showpiece manoeuvres held to  ce lebrate the f i f t ie th anniversary of  the 
Revolut ion.  The in tervening years have seen a succession of  three 
major  changes,  wi th  a four th,  the employment  of  he l icopters at  
operat ional  level ,  very wel l  on the way.  
 

The swing away f rom re l iance on bat t le f ie ld  nuclear  weapons 
coinc ided wi th  the in t roduct ion of  the BMP 1 in fantry  f ight ing vehic le-a 
wor ld  f i rs t  in  i ts  c lass.  The Soviets  had long mainta ined that  the 
“heavy break- in  bat t le”  was not  a  fundamenta l  par t  o f  the ir  concept  but  
an expedient  forced on them by “ l imi ta t ions in  t ra in ing and equipment” .  
The ev ident  potent ia l  o f  the BMP sparked a l ive ly  and endur ing 
controversy,  extending to proposals  for  the use of  l ight  armoured 
forces at  operat ional  level .  What  d id  emerge was the resurgence of  the 
“s lashing at tack” ,  so s t rongly  favoured by the Reichswehr ’s  cavalry  
of f icers (page 27) ,  as an a l ternat ive to  the heavy break- in .  This  
s lashing at tack goes in  through a gap or  down an enemy boundary,  
and turns in  d iagonal ly ,  say a long the rear  boundary of  a defending 
d iv is ion or  corps.  This  tact ica l  turn ing movement ,  coupled wi th  f lank 
screening,  opens a corr idor  for  the mobi le force proper .  A l ternat ive ly  
the “s lashing”  force may i tse l f  push st ra ight  on to  an operat ional  
ob ject ive,  wi th  an a l l -arms force as immediate fo l low-up to  secure the 
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corr idor ,  then the mobi le force as a th i rd echelon.  
 

The Soviet  Army more than most  is  r idd led wi th  in ternecine st r i fe ;  
as in  the Br i t ish and Uni ted States  Armies,  the motor  r i f le  arm saw 
i tse l f  as the r ight fu l  he i r  to  the in fantry ’s  t rad i t ional  dominance.  The 
success of  tank-based mobi le  groups in  the war  had led to  the 
enshr inement  of  the tank and dominat ion by the tank arm; and the 
nuclear  heyday re inforced th is  t rend.  The turn away f rom nuclear  
weapons and the co inc ident  appearance of  the BMP gave the motor  
r i f le  arm a chance to reasser t  i tse l f .  In  the twent ies,  before he turned 
to mechanisat ion,  Tukhachevski i ’s  main theme had been the evolut ion 
of  the a l l -arms bat t le ;  and the motor  r i f lemen p icked th is  theme up 
where he had le f t  i t .  Th is  swi tch of  emphasis ,  s t i l l  occupying the key 
posi t ion in  every issue of  Voennyi  vestn ik ,  wi l l  have taken nearer  20 
than 15 years to  promulgate-an ind icat ion,  as ment ioned ear l ier ,  o f  the 
scale of  the Soviet  armed forces and of  the d ivers i ty  of  the i r  
manpower.  
 

The th i rd  development  is  the emergence of  the operat ional  
manoeuvre group (0MG).  His tor ica l  perspect ive is  not  my st rong sui t ,  
but  I  am puzzled at  the sensat ional is t  way in  which most  mi l i tary  
Sovieto log is ts  presented the OMG—in fact  a  Pol ish term,  not  a  
Russian one-as an innovat ion ( “A new chal lenge to NATO!”) ,  and have 
mainta ined that  i ts  or ig ina l  form represented a development  of  the 
“ ra id”  tact ic  (o f  which more below).  To anyone wi th a fee l  for  the l inear  
imperat ive of  t roop movement ,  the OMG is  essent ia l ly  evolut ionary in  
nature.  Let  me dr ive th is  po int  home wi th  a s imple s tatement  o f  fact .  
Suppose that  a  1980- ish Soviet  tank army is  moving westwards on a 
s ing le route at  normal  Soviet  speeds and densi t ies,  and that  i ts  ta i l  is  
just  c lear ing Ber l in .  With organic  vehic les only ,  i ts  head would be 
somewhere near  Aachen;  wi th  the normal  s l ice of  f ront  t roops and 
specia l is t  un i ts  thrown in ,  i ts  head would be somewhere on the 
Jabbeke motorway,  between Brussels  and Ostend.  And th is  is  based 
on approximate road d is tances,  not  measured as the crow f l ies.  
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This  vast  body of  t roops is  just  about  f ive t imes the st rength of  

the 1945 tank army in  main tact ica l  t racks.  Conceptual ly  at  least ,  i t  
was a sp lendid complement  to  the bat t le f ie ld  nuc lear  weapon,  because 
a l l  i t  had to  do was to  ro l l  forward over  the nuclear  carpet  unt i l  i t  
reached the area of  i ts  object ive,  spreading out  and us ing i ts  t racks to  
surmount  or  bypass damage to routes.  In  terms of  genuine manoeuvre,  
i t  is  v i r tua l ly  unmanageable.  There is  a good deal  o f  German and 
Soviet  ev idence that  the “magic  f igure”  of  500 main tact ica l  t racks 
represents about  the largest  mechanised force that  can be 
manoeuvred as a s ing le ent i ty .  Thus the br ing ing in to p lay of  an 0MG 
based on a tank d iv is ion—of just  about  th is  s ize- is  s imply  a return to  
post  nuc lear  real ism. 
 

However ,  th is  form of  OMG had two drawbacks.  The tank 
d iv is ional  commander,  s t i l l  shor t  o f  in fantry  even af ter  the balancing 
exerc ises of  the sevent ies,  was expected to peel  o f f  in fantry-heavy 
bat ta l ion groups as ra id forces.  The Soviet  Genera l  Staf f  ev ident ly  
understood,  as many Western commentators d id not ,  that  he was 
unl ike ly  to  see these t roops again wi th in  the t ime- f rame of  the 
operat ion.  More important  s t i l l ,  he was going to  have to keep look ing 
over  h is  shoulder—something very  unwelcome to any armoured 
commander and tota l ly  out  o f  p lace in  the context  o f  a  Soviet  mobi le  
force.  In  the Second Wor ld War the Soviets  had regarded separat ion 
( in  depth)  between the head of  the mobi le  force and the l ine of  the 
hold ing force as someth ing to be act ive ly  s t r iven for—as indeed i t  is .  
But  wi th  the tempos hoped for  in  the e ight ies,  separat ion between the 
tact ica l  ta i l  of  the mobi le  force and the hold ing force was l ike ly  to  be 
such as to  prevent  the development  of  leverage.  
 

These two problems were solved by in t roducing in to the OMG a 
second echelon in  the shape of  a  mechanised d iv is ion.  This d iv is ion 
can lead i f  the ter ra in ca l ls  for  i t  to  do so.  But  i ts  normal  ro le  is  to  
mount  a l l  ra ids,  screening operat ions and other  d is t ract ions,  to  suppor t  
the tank d iv is ion forward tact ica l ly  and by contro l  o f  movement ,  and to 
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mainta in the lever  arm between the mobi le  force and i ts  h inge.  Hiv ing 
of f  a  headquar ters to  command th is  group would leave a s tandard f ront  
shor t  o f  one operat ional  level  headquar ters ,  so a purpose-designed 
corps level  0MG headquarters has been in t roduced.  Once again,  one 
senses an emergent  conf l ic t  between f lex ib i l i ty  on the one hand,  and 
s ize and complex i ty  on the other .  As we shal l  see,  th is  conf l ic t  in  turn 
suggests the need for  new approaches to the implementat ion of  
manoeuvre theory.  
 

The four th f i rm t rend,  s temming,  in  par t  a t  least ,  f rom the post  
nuc lear  reth ink,  is  the in t roduct ion  of  the a i rborne assaul t  br igade,  an 
operat ional  he l icopter ’  format ion,  in to f ront  and tank army t roops.  The 
pr inc ip le under ly ing th is  wi l l  form one of  the main themes of  th is  book.  
But  before turn ing to  the whole business of  desanty,  I  should l ike to 
ment ion yet  another  t rend,  now moving f rom the stage of  reasonable 
predic t ion to  that  o f  s tated in tent ion,  in  the ground force proper .  I t  is  
the product  o f  the Soviet  operat ional  ar t  and technologica l  advance 
act ing in  concer t .  The mechanised d iv is ion has the same phys ica l  
mobi l i ty  as the tank d iv is ion;  but  i t  is  a  more massive organisat ion wi th 
a tank—infantry  rat io  of  7  to  10 ( in  fact  a lmost  8 to  10)  as against  10 
to  6,  and is  usual ly  handled more del iberate ly .  Wi th the growing 
emphasis ,  l ikewise soundly  based on technology,  on the a l l -arms 
bat t le  as opposed to the tank’s  dominance,  i t  would make very good 
sense to  have just  one type of  d iv is ion geared to the main bat t le  tank.  
There are now f i rm ind icat ions of  a  p lan to  replace the ex is t ing tank 
and a l l -arms d iv is ions by a s ingle type of  “shock d iv is ion” ,  and to  pair  
th is  wi th  an “a i rborne d iv is ion” .  The la t ter  would double in  the a i rborne 
and l ight  mobi le  force ro les,  and prov ide a mobi l i ty  s tep between the 
heavy t rack and the rotor .  
 
DESANTY 
 

The Russian word desant  (p lura l  desanty)  has the basic  meaning 
of  “descent” ;  but  i ts  mi l i tary  connotat ions are so wide-ranging and so 
impor tant  that  I  shal l  borrow i t .  As a noun or  an at t r ibute,  the Russians 
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use i t  to  descr ibe the arr iva l  in  enemy-held or  unsecured terr i tory  of  
any force,  ind iv idual  or  war l ike object ,  in  any d i rect ion other  than the 
shor test  s t ra ight  l ine drawn f rom his  or  i ts  po int  o f  depar ture,  and/or  
by any means other  than h is  or  i ts  own steam. Thus the word was 
former ly  used of  in fantry  r id ing forward on tanks or  cross ing a r iver  in 
assaul t  boats.  Nowadays i t  is  used tact ica l ly ,  for  instance,  o f  a  
mechanised in fantry  company,  which swims a r iver  in  i ts  vehic les and 
moves a long the far  bank to bounce a br idge.  Operat ional ly  and 
st rategica l ly ,  i t  extends on the one hand to major  a i rborne and 
amphib ious operat ions,  on the other  to  the inser t ion of  agents or  
Specia l  Forces detachments.  This  concept  of  desanty is  fundamenta l  
to  contemporary deep operat ion theory,  indeed to modern manoeuvre 
theory as a whole.  
 

One of  the not ions which Tukhachevski i  drew f rom e i ther  Ful ler  
(who speci f ica l ly  proposes i t )  or  f rom Tr iandaf i l lov (who impl ies the 
need for  i t )  and made very much h is  own is  the idea not  just  o f  
a i rborne forces,  but  o f  mechanised a i rborne forces.  He ev ident ly  saw 
f rom the s tar t  the basic  weakness of  a force whose mobi l i ty  p lummets 
f rom that  o f  the t ranspor t  a i rcraf t  to  that  of  the boot—three orders of  
magni tude nowadays—as i ts  men jump or  touch down.  This  lack of  
tact ica l  mobi l i ty  a t  once te legraphs parat roops’  ob ject ive and makes 
them unable to  organise themselves before a vehic le-based enemy can 
respond.  
 

I t  took the Soviet  Army a lmost  35 years to  br ing th is  concept  to  
f ru i t ion wi th  the in t roduct ion of  the BMD mul t ipurpose a i rpor tab le 
armoured vehic le,  and even then the ir  d i rect  f i repower was l imi ted to  
the ASU 85 a i rborne assaul t  gun,  an outstanding vehic le  when f i rs t  
in t roduced in  1962,  but  no match for  the main bat t le  tank.  The 
feas ib i l i ty  o f  the “ l ight  mobi le  protected gun” ,  in  ef fect  a  l ight  tank wi th  
fu l l  tank f i repower,  has been proven in  the West ;  and the Soviets  have 
the technology in  the shape of  the BMP vehic le  fami ly  and a choice of  
severa l  candidate guns.  Given the BMD, now almost  cer ta in ly  in  
second generat ion form wi th most  of  i ts  problems i roned out ,  th is  “ l ight  
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tank”  is  the key to  a s ing le force which combines the concept  of  
mechanised a i rborne t roops wi th that  o f  a  l ight  mobi le  force,  and for  
that  mat ter  o f  an amphib ious seaborne assaul t  force.  This  vehic le  has 
been long expected,  and the f i rm ind icat ions of  organisat ional  change,  
touched on above suggest  that  i t  be wel l  on the way.  An 
“a i rborne/ l ight ”  d iv is ion of  the k ind depic ted would at  once prov ide a 
mechanised a i rborne a i rpor table and economical ly  seaportable force of  
h igh combat  wor th,  and br idge the awkward mobi l i ty  gap between rotor  
and heavy t rack on the one hand,  and rotary and f ixed wings on the 
other .  
 

For  a l though the Uni ted States Army rushed in to the a i r  caval ry  
business wi th cr ies of  “ver t ica l  envelopment” ,  i t  was the Soviets ,  wi th  
manoeuvre theory in  the i r  bones,  who grasped the t rue s ign i f icance of  
the hel icopter ,  bu i l t  up a massive body of  ro tary-wing technology,  and 
stuck wi th  the concept  through a l l  i ts  teeth ing t roubles.  At  tact ica l  
level ,  the employment  of  he l iborne t roops was thrashed out  in  the 
context  o f  r iver  cross ing.  Main ly  for  organisat ional  and t ra in ing 
reasons,  the most  usual  scale of  these tact ica l  l i f ts  was two bat ta l ions;  
but  i t  var ied f rom a re inforced bat ta l ion to  a weak regiment .  The next  
s tep was log is t ic—the use of  heavy- l i f t  he l icopters to  rep lenish the 
tanks of  the mobi le  force.  
 

The la test  publ ished in format ion suggests that  the in tegrat ion of  
he l icopters at  tact ica l  level  has now spawned an “a i r -ground assaul t  
group”  in  p lace of  the normal  ra id  force.  This  appears to  consis t  o f  an 
a i r  e lement  of  a  dozen or  so assaul t  he l icopters,  and a ground 
e lement ,  which inc ludes a few armed he l icopters for  f i re  support  and a 
smal l  tact ica l  l i f t  (perhaps one bat ta l ion on min imum scales) .  My own 
impress ion is  that  th is  is  yet  another  k i te  f lown in  the sate l l i te  
specia l ised press to  t i t i l la te Western commentators in to sending a 
f r isson through the NATO top brass.  There seems no reason to 
suppose that  tact ica l  in tegrat ion of  he l icopters has progressed as far  
as i t  has in  the Uni ted States Army.  Meanwhi le ,  Soviet  ro tary-wing 
technology is  fa l l ing back,  especia l ly  in  the f ie lds of  av ionics and 
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optronics.  
 

Once the assaul t  he l icopter ,  in  the shape of  the Model  D and 
la ter  vers ions of  Mi-24 (Hind) ,  had been proven in  serv ice,  and the 
tact ica l  concept  of  i ts  employment  had been evaluated at  reg imenta l  
level ,  the Soviet  Army was ready to  move on to the operat ional  use of  
he l icopters.  The in t roduct ion of  the ( rotary-wing)  a i rborne assaul t  
br igade in  1979 or  1980 was a t r ip le  s tep forward.  I t  prov ides a 
permanent  format ion,  considered by the Soviets  to  be the equivalent  in  
combat  wor th of  a  tank d iv is ion,  wi th  phys ica l  mobi l i ty  an order  of  
magni tude h igher  than the mechanised mobi le  force,  thus adding a 
new layer  to  the deep bat t le .  I ts  d ismountable e lement  consis ts  of  
specia l ised hel i t roops,  the ent i re  br igade being found by the Ai rborne 
Forces,  now a separate serv ice and st i l l  f ive p laces above the army in  
the pecking order  for  manpower se lect ion.  Thi rd and most  impor tant ,  i t  
prov ides operat ional  commanders wi th  a powerfu l  force f ree of  the 
l inear i ty  which governs the contro l led movement  of  t roops in  ground 
vehic les and— less obvious ly  but  a lmost  as s t r ic t ly—in f ixed-wing 
a i rcraf t .  
 

Th is  abi l i ty  to  concentrate and d isperse independent ly  of  
prepared sur faces is  what  the rotary-wing revolut ion is  real ly  about ,  
and we shal l  be explor ing i ts  s ign i f icance in  Par t  2 .  At  present ,  though,  
there is  one great  drawback.  In  ad hoc hel iborne act ions,  where a 
medium hel icopter  t ranspor t  bat ta l ion f l ies in ,  l i f ts  the men of  a  
designated mechanised regiment ,  deposi ts  them, and f l ies away,  these 
men’s operat ional  and tact ica l  mobi l i t y  is  reduced to that  of  the boot  
once they d ismount .  In  the a i rborne assaul t  br igade,  wi th organic  
hel icopters,  the d ismountable e lement  reta ins operat ional  mobi l i ty .  But  
there remains an awkward gap in  tact ica l  mobi l i ty  once men are on out  
on the ir  feet .  Br ie f ly  for  the moment ,  there are two ways of  overcoming 
th is .  One,  represented by the von Senger  “main bat t le  a i r  vehic le”  
concept  M a i r -mechanisat ion,  is  to  t reat  a t tack and assaul t  he l icopters 
l ike tanks and in fant ry  f ight ing vehic les.  The other  is  to  mechanise 
operat ional  ro tary-wing format ions by equipping them wi th l ight  
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armoured vehic les carr ied under  heavy- l i f t  he l icopters for  operat ional  
moves.  I t  wi l l  be fasc inat ing to  see which way the Soviets  go.  They 
have the scale and the technology to do both,  back ing the a i rborne 
d iv is ion wi th  heavy- l i f t  he l icopters,  and prov id ing the rotary-wing 
a i rborne assaul t  format ions wi th  machines su i tab le for  in t imate and 
susta ined par t ic ipat ion in  the tact ica l  bat t le.  
 

No less in terest ing is  the impact  o f  the hel icopter  on s t rategic  
mobi l i ty .  The st rongest  ind icat ion that  the Soviets  have apprec iated 
th is  l ies in  the i r  in i t ia l  bu i ld  of  four  or  f ive nuclear-powered submar ine 
catamarans,  the s ize of  the largest  Uni ted States a i rcraf t  carr iers.  Th is 
in format ion has been conf i rmed f rom severa l  sources,  but  a  news i tem 
publ ished in  Ju ly 1984 cast  some doubt  on i t .  I f  i t  is  correct ,  the f i rs t  
o f  these catamarans wi l l  be long down the s l ip ,  perhaps even 
commiss ioned,  and the second wel l  in to construct ion by the t ime th is  
book is  publ ished.  One of  the more  l ike ly  ro les for  these vast  
submar ines could wel l  be that  o f  he l icopter  carr ier .  The potency of  the 
threat  posed by one or  more a i rborne assaul t  br igades brought  to  the 
enemy’s rear  or  to  a d is tant  theatre in  th is  way needs l i t t le  emphasis .  
 

To dr ive home the s ign i f icance of  desanty,  I  can perhaps use the 
“ f i f th  co lumn” analogy,  which was coined in  the Spanish Civ i l  War and 
has become a household word.  For  the four  types of  organised force 
we have been d iscussing—heavy mechanised forces,  l ight  mechanised 
forces,  he l icopter  forces and a i rborne forces—represent  “ the four  
co lumns marching on Madr id” .  The Soviet  “ f i f th  co lumn” s tands for  the 
whole span of  act iv i t ies f rom informat ion gather ing by patro ls  of  
d iv is ional  deep reconnaissance companies to  sabotage and state-
sponsored ter ror ism at  s t rategic  level .  A l though the Soviets  draw a 
formal  d is t inct ion between st rategy and the “operat ional  ar t ” ,  the 
concept  of  the turn ing movement ,  the indi rect  approach,  permeates 
the ir  th ink ing f rom bat ta l ion to  Pol i tburo level .  As that  scholar ly  and 
luc id t rans lator  f rom the Chinese,  Genera l  Samuel  B.  Gr i f f i th ,  po ints  
out ,  a  remark made by Shaposhnikov when Chief  o f  Staf f  o f  the Red 
Army echoes to the point  o f  paraphrase Sun Tzu’  s  teachings on th is  
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aspect  of  war :  
 
‘ (The prerequis i te  to  v ic tory)  is  to  make per fect  
preparat ions in  the enemy’s camp so that  the resul t  is  
dec ided beforehand.  Thus the v ic tor ious army at tacks a 
demoral ised and defeated enemy.”  

 
Pr imary responsib i l i ty  for  mi l i tary  Specia l  Forces (which ex is t  

a longside those of  the KGB) is  vested in  the Airborne Forces (VDV).  
The main d is t inct ion between the “profess ionals”  of  Spetsnaz,  long-
serv ice so ld iers  ranking f rom sergeant  upwards,  and others wi th  
specia l  force t ra in ing is  that  the “profess ionals”  are t ra ined for  
inser t ion by f ree- fa l l  parachute.  The Airborne Forces have been 
expanding the ir  specia l  force e lement  for  some t ime.  There are 
ind icat ions that  the i r  a im is  to  t ra in  a l l  the ir  personnel  “ to  specia l  force 
s tandards” ,  but  i t  is  not  ent i re ly  c lear  what  th is  might  mean— possib ly  
the same standard as shor t -serv ice members of  Spetsnaz proper ,  and 
the men of  d iv is ional  long-range reconnaissance companies.  This 
could mean that  c lose on 130 000 men—or 20000 detachments of  
f ive—would be t ra ined in  the more e lementary types of  semi-
c landest ine and c landest ine operat ion.  The mind boggles.  
 

Today’s  wor ldwide spectrum of  act iv i t ies by i r regular  forces 
suggests that  the s t rategic  scope for  specia l  forces wi th capabi l i t ies 
ranging f rom c landest ine h i t  squads through coup de main to  powerfu l  
ra ids is  l imi ted only  by the sponsor ’s  imaginat ion.  Strategic  and 
operat ional  miss ions a l ike represent  addi t ional  layers in  deep 
operat ion theory;  above a l l  they are a means of  implement ing the 
pr inc ip le of  s imul tanei ty .  I f  successfu l ,  they would para lyse the 
opposi t ion at  a l l  levels  f rom cabinet  to  the h igher  operat ional  
commands as soon as the leading t roops were commit ted,  or  more 
probably  before th is .  The para lys ing of  government  might  suf f ice to  
destroy the pol i t ica l  wi l l  to  res is t .  
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This p ic ture is  formidable enough,  but  super imposed on i t  is  the 
pol i t ica l ly  or ientated KGB network of  agents and specia l  forces,  who 
wi l l  have been work ing at  one remove again f rom the mi l i tary  specia l  
forces to undermine the un i ty  of  a l l iances and of  s tates wi th in  them. 
And over  and above the KGB’s “organic”  personnel  are ind igenous 
agents est imated,  for  instance,  at  about  20 000 in  the Federa l  
Republ ic  a lone.  By way of  summary I  can only  re i terate what  I  wrote in 
Red Armour—”Whi le  massive enough,  the f ronta l  threat  on which [ the 
West ]  focuses i ts  a t tent ion is  only  the t ip  of  the iceberg—a good 
analogy s ince,  i t  is  sa id,  a  th i rd  to a quar ter  of  an iceberg shows,  and 
th is  is  roughly  the propor t ion of  the Soviets  to ta l  o f fens ive power that  
the ir  organised land force represents.  
 
CRITIQUE 
 
  I  have not  a t tempted to  analyse deep operat ion theory in  deta i l  
a t  th is  s tage.  The Soviet  model  is  the only  one in  ex is tence at  the 
moment ,  and at   theoret ica l  level  i t  is  bet ter  developed and 
documented than any other  vers ion of  manoeuvre theory in  h is tory .  I  
shal l  therefore take i t  as the basis  of  Par t  2 ,  in  which I  shal l  examine 
the phys ica l  leve l  o f  manoeuvre theory.  How far  i t  matches the theses 
I  shal l  develop in  the la ter  par ts  of  th is  book,  I  leave i t  to  the reader  to 
judge.  For  whether  or  not  I  am r ight  in  suggest ing that  the 
Wehrmacht ’s  pract ica l  potent ia l  outmatched i ts  theoret ica l  back-up,  
the Soviets  themselves leave one in  no doubt  of  the ir  reservat ions 
about  the i r  ab i l i ty  to  implement  deep operat ion theory to  the fu l l .  There 
are two main reasons for  these quest ion ings.  One is  t rans ient .  The 
other  is  the Soviet  armed forces’  Achi l les heel ,  which might  even prove 
as endur ing and u l t imate ly  fa ta l  as that  legendary fa i lure of  immers ion.  
 

F i rs t ,  i f  Chapter  1 is  r ight ,  we are now at  one of  the peaks of  
theoret ica l  speculat ion which presage radica l  change.  The main 
inst ruments of  the la te twent ieth-century change are ev ident ly  
e lect ronics and the rotary  wing.  In  par t icu lar  the dominance of  ind i rect  
f i re  achieved by survei l lance and f i re  contro l  on the one hand,  and by 
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terminal  gu idance on the other  is  br ing ing the Soviet  pr inc ip le of  
in terchangeabi l i ty  home to roost .  Whether  they are in  armoured 
vehic les,  on the ir  feet ,  or  dug in ,  t roops deployed at  h igh densi ty  wi l l  
cer ta in ly  be pulver ised in to incapaci ty  and probably  “dest royed”  in  a 
markedly  more l i tera l  sense than Clausewi tz  in tended.  Against  t roops 
in  the f ie ld ,  the leve ls  of  ef fect  once associated wi th bat t le f ie ld  nuclear 
weapons can now be achieved by non-nuclear  means.  A l l  th is  f i ts  in to 
Soviet  operat ional  teaching,  but  l i tera l ly  turns the ir  tact ica l  concepts—
and everybody e lse ’s—inside out .  As I  have t r ied to  suggest  in  F ig.  5 ,  
the “anv i l  o f  t roops”  r inged by f i re  has to  become an “anvi l  o f  f i re” ,  
bet ter  perhaps a “cauldron of  f i re” ,  r inged by enough t roops to  seal  the 
edges,  observe ind i rect  f i re ,  and th icken i t  up wi th  d i rect  f i re  when 
targets present  themselves.  
 

Yet ,  for  the Soviets  more than most ,  the abandonment  of  h igh 
t roop densi t ies is  a  leap in  the dark.  They can f ie ld  the technology;  but  
the ir  ab i l i ty  to  t ra in  commanders or  t roops in  th is  new way of  war  is  
another  th ing again.  As a resul t ,  they are p i l ing new layers of  
capabi l i ty ,  l ike the operat ional  employment  of  he l icopters,  on o ld.  The 
resul t ing “c lub sandwich”  is  get t ing d i f f icu l t  enough to d ish up;  the 
chances of  i ts  reaching the tab le and get t ing eaten wi thout  co l laps ing 
s ideways are increasingly  remote.  At  the same t ime,  technology is  
making the f i l l ing of  each layer  more and more compl icated,  too 
sophis t icated perhaps for  some of  those who wi l l  have to  prepare i t .  At  
some point  the Soviets  are going to  have to cast  as ide much of  there 
massed forces and “baroque”  equipment ,  and shi f ts  the focal  point  o f  
deep operat ion theory f rom the o ld layers to  the new. Russian h is tory  
suggests that  they wi l l  do th is  la ter  rather than sooner .  
 

The second and more last ing weakness s tems f rom the Russian 
character  and is  compounded by the paranoia that  seems to permeate 
the Marx is t -Lenin is t  system f rom top to  bot tom. The amount  of  no ise 
the Soviet  Army makes in publ ic  about  f lexib i l i ty ,  in i t ia t ive and tempo 
shows how wel l  aware i ts  h igher  echelons are of  weaknesses in  these 
respects.  Let  me quote just  one example- the “hasty bat ta l ion ~ Now a 
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days th is  term would make even the addic ts  of  a t t r i t ion th ink in  terms 
of  a  per iod of  2—3 hours between receipt  o f  orders and 
accompl ishment  of  the miss ion.  So my at t i tude has been as r igorous 
as that  of  the re l ig ious and sc ient i f ic  establ ishments towards 
parapsychology.  When Red Armour went  to  press,  I  had wr i t ten s imply 
that  the tempo of  the “hasty”  a t tack was an enigma.  Since then I  have 
added to my col lect ion three more unequivocal  accounts f rom Voennyi  
vestn ik ,  and had a l l  the ev idence independent ly  checked.  The tempo of  
the hasty  bat ta l ion at tack is  not  2—3 hours f rom receipt  o f  orders to  
accompl ishment  of  miss ion,  but  18 to  22 hours f rom receipt  o f  orders 
to  launch (H hour) .  
 

Fig 5.  a.  The anvi l  “of  troops” – a conventional  hammer 
and anvi l  defence by a mechanised division with a tank 
heavy brigade.  B.  The anvi l  of f i re,  a  ki l l ing area shaped 

by defending troops but not  occupied by them. 
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Again,  one sees the Voennyi  vestn ik  ser ies on the a l l -arms 
bat t le ,  which has been running s ince January 198 1 and v i r tua l ly  
amounts to  a complete tact ica l  manual ,  t ry ing to dr ive home the same 
lessons on co-operat ion between arms that  Tukhachevsk i i  was t ry ing 
to  inst i l  in  the twent ies—or,  mutat is  mutandis ,  that  Genera l  Ukuniev 
was banging on about  200 years ago.  When I  was young and st rove for  
a  sophis t icated image,  I  used to spend hours look ing for  h idden 
charms in  the jokes in  the New Yorker ,  on ly  to  d iscover  that  the 
in tended joke was the one I  had f i rs t  thought  of .  Dangerous as i t  is  to  
underrate a potent ia l  enemy,  the Soviet  Army’s  achieved per formance 
somet imes seems so ind i f ferent  as to  defy credence.  
 

The run-of - the-mi l l  Soviet  o f f icer—and that  means most  of f icers 
serv ing wi th  t roops up to  and inc luding bat ta l ion commanders—
apparent ly  has only  one response to a s i tuat ion.  This  is  to  p lay i t  by 
the book as far  as he can,  and then to s i t  back and awai t  new orders.  
Indeed,  s ince promot ion beyond bat ta l ion commander ( roughly  the 
equiva lent  of  company commander in  most  Western armies bar  the 
German) is  un l ike ly  even in  war  for  those who do not  qual i fy  at  a  
specia l - to-arm academy,  and s ince an act ive mistake might  po int  the 
way to  the nearest  penal  bat ta l ion,  he has l i t t le  reason to do 
otherwise.  By the same token,  such men tend not  to  repor t  adverse 
s i tuat ions prompt ly  and fu l ly ,  lest  they be b lamed for  them. Thus,  even 
wi th  modern communicat ions and means of  survei l lance,  any system 
which re l ies on request ing or  awai t ing new orders wi l l  se ldom of fer  the 
speed and aptness of  response to the actual  s i tuat ion which 
manoeuvre theory ca l ls  for .  Qui te  apar t  f rom i ts  ef fect  on morale,  
“ forward command f rom the rear  cannot  work.  
 

Apar t  (presumably)  f rom the new breed of  warrant  of f icer ,  the 
“of f icer  s  r ight -hand man”  in t roduced as a l ink between of f icers and 
senior  NCOs (s ic) ,  the profess ional  and personal  qual i ty  of  NCOs in 
f ie ld  force uni ts  appears to  be at  best  mediocre.  In the Soviet  Army as 
in  those of  the Federa l  Republ ic  and the Uni ted States,  the qual i ty  of  
senior  NGO is  an acknowledged weakness;  and my impress ion is  that  
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the Soviet  t ra in ing organisat ion in i ts  var ious forms sucks up the best ,  
b leeding f ie ld  force uni ts  more heavi ly  then they can stand.  
 

What  is  more,  re la t ions through the ranks are so appal l ing as to  
be hard for  a  Western profess ional  so ld ier  to  envisage.  At  a  
symposium I  a t tended in Canada,  Peter  Vigor,  then head of  the 
Sandhurst  Soviet  Research and Study Centre,  was asked how a Soviet  
NGO might  te l l  one of  h is  men to do some s imple th ing.  His  sample 
order  conta ined,  I  th ink,  seven words,  f ive of  them var iants  on the 
sold ier ly  explet ive which the Russians,  in  a t rue spi r i t  o f  democracy,  
use f ree ly  through the ranks.  This  is  a record I  have only  once heard 
equal led.  Work ing on a muddy s ide-s lope,  one of  my Centur ion crews 
had just  got  a thrown t rack back on and t ightened,  when the t rack-
adjust ing mechanism came away.  Fal l ing back in to the mud wi th  the 3-
foot  spanner  and i ts  contents on top of  h im,  the dr iver  ut tered the 
immorta l  phrase-“The **** ing ****er ’s  ****ed,  ****  i t ! ”  Perhaps Peter  
Vigor  too was indulg ing in  a touch of  poet ic  l icence.  But  i f  there is  one 
asser t ion in  th is  book that  my whole exper ience,  research and reason 
te l l  me is  beyond d ispute,  i t  is  that  manoeuvre theory can only  be 
explo i ted to  the fu l l  by the pract ice of  d i rect ive contro l  (Auf t ragstakt ik)  
in  the fu l l  German meaning of  that  word.  


