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Part One

Introduction

The military performance of the Wehrmacht throughout the war was seldom equalled and only on very rare occasions surpassed.

- General Sir David Fraser, And We Shall Shock Them
In the cover story of the 25 September 1939 issue of Time Magazine, “Polish Theatre: Blitzkrieger”, a new term was introduced to the English language.  The author, whose name still eludes us, used this term to describe the German attack upon Poland.  He stated, “For this was no war of occupation, but a war of quick penetration and obliteration – Blitzkrieg, lightning war.”
  From this small beginning, the word Blitzkrieg has grown to dominate the discussion of German doctrine and strategy during the Second World War.  One cannot escape the use or the mention of the word when discussing the events of 1939 to 1940.

Moreover, historians have spent the last sixty years conducting a war of words debating the specifics and origins of Blitzkrieg.  The result was a myriad of interpretations that only serve to confuse and distract us from the true facts.  Despite the fact that the general consensus of the historical community is that Blitzkrieg
 was German doctrine during the first years of the Second World War, nothing can be farther from the truth.  Blitzkrieg was neither German doctrine nor German strategy either in an official or in an un-official way.  As a result, we must reassess the written record of Blitzkrieg and take a whole new approach in examining German doctrine.

Our first goal in this quest is to separate doctrine from strategy.  In too many instances, historians have confused the two when discussing Germany during the Second World War.  Although the two may appear on the surface similar, there are major differences between them.  Doctrine, specifically military doctrine, has been defined in many ways.  Williamson Murray and Allan Millett, two eminent scholars in this field, state that “A military organization’s ‘doctrine’ spells out the conceptual framework that determines how the organization will fight.”
  Barry Posen, in his study The Sources of Military Doctrine, uses “the term ‘military doctrine’ for the subcomponent of grand strategy that deals explicitly with military means”, and asks two questions: “What means shall be employed? and How shall they be employed?”
  And lastly, General George H. Decker, in a speech given at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, claimed that “Doctrine provides a military organization with a common philosophy, a common language, a common purpose, and a unity of effort.”
  Essentially, military doctrine is the principles and means used by military forces in combat, and thus falls in the tactical and operational realm.  Strategy, on the other hand, is the employment of political, economic, and military forces of a nation toward a common goal.  For example, strategy deals with winning the campaign or war, whereas doctrine deals with the means used to win a battle.  Therefore, doctrine, although separate in its own right, is one of the many components of strategy and cannot be confused as being the same.

Just as there are several subcomponents to strategy, the same is also true of military doctrine.  There are offensive doctrines and there are defensive doctrines.  German military doctrine had always placed an emphasis upon the offensive, sometimes at the detriment of the defensive.  Therefore, the use of the term “Battle Doctrine” may be more appropriate for our discussion.  By using the term “Battle”, we can incorporate both the offensive and defensive attributes that appear during battle into one comprehensive explanation of German doctrine.  As such, Battle Doctrine will be the principles and means that guide a military force, in our case the Wehrmacht, in accomplishing a goal at the tactical and operational level.  It is the method in which they fight, or to use the German terminology, the Kriegführung (conduct of war).  Now that we have established the basis of our argument, we can now proceed with the primary argument of this paper.  If German military or battle doctrine during the early stages of the Second World War was not Blitzkrieg, what was it?

The answer to that question is Bewegungskrieg.  A long-established term within the German military tradition, it meant a “war of movement” or “mobile warfare.”  Colonel-General Hans von Seeckt revived the notion of Bewegungskrieg after the First World War in an attempt to prevent a repeat of the horrors of trench warfare.  In our case, we will draw on the words of Telford Taylor
 and Barry Watts & Williamson Murray
 as a basis and give Bewegungskrieg a modern definition.  Modern Bewegungskrieg will be a style of warfare that was offensive in character, emphasizing speed, mobility, surprise, and exploitation.  In addition, combined-arms tactics and a command system based upon Auftragstaktik and forward command were essential to its execution and success.  Lastly, the goal of this doctrine was the destruction of the enemy armed forces and not solely its command and control system.

Moreover, although Bewegungskrieg had a long history within the German military tradition, the modern form developed during the interwar period as an attempt to restore mobility to the battlefield after the horrors of the First World War.  As mentioned above, instrumental in this process was Hans von Seeckt, who merged the best of German military tradition with the new technologies and innovations of the previous war.  His successors in the Wehrmacht finished what he began and used it to achieve their stunning victories in Poland and France.  Therefore, it was not Blitzkrieg that the Germans conducted during 1939 and 1940, but instead Modern Bewegungskrieg.  What was thought as new and revolutionary was simply the culmination of an evolutionary process linking the past with the present.  There never was a Blitzkrieg doctrine.  Instead, German battle doctrine during the campaigns in Poland and the West was Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Part Two

German Battle Doctrine: Modern Bewegungskrieg

Success in war depends upon mobility and mobility upon time.  Mobility leads to mass, to surprise and to security.  Other things being equal, the most mobile side must win: this is a truism in war as in horse-racing.

Major-General J.F.C. Fuller, Memoirs of an Unconventional Soldier
When the Wehrmacht began, in the words of Telford Taylor, its “march of conquest” in 1939, Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich gained a series of stunning victories that had the world, especially the West, in awe.  Compared to the previous war when movement was measured in yards gained, they were now measured in the hundreds of miles.  Whereas it took the Allies four years to defeat Germany, the Kaiser’s successors took even less time in avenging that defeat.  Hitler’s Wehrmacht only needed four weeks to defeat Poland and six weeks of battle to conquer Belgium and France.  Because of these stunning successes, observers believed that the Germans were using either new weaponry or they were conducting a new and revolutionary form of warfare.  The term given to this doctrine or “method of warfare” was Blitzkrieg.

For sixty years, Blitzkrieg has remained the starting point for every discussion of German doctrine and strategy during the Second World War.  Unfortunately, the current historiography
 of Blitzkrieg is so diverse and complex that a fog has obscured the true facts of German doctrine during the early years of the war.  Therefore, a new examination of the historical record is needed.  What we find is that German doctrine was never Blitzkrieg.  The German generals never truly acknowledged originating the term and the historical record is sketchy at best.  In actuality, German doctrine during the campaigns in 1939 and 1940 was in fact a method of warfare they had been conducting for nearly a century: Bewegungskrieg.  In this case, however, the Germans updated this doctrine by combining with it the new methods and innovations of warfare that appeared during and after the First World War, creating Modern Bewegungskrieg.

We have already created the foundations of our argument in the Introduction.  Now we can deal with the specifics.  First of all, Modern Bewegungskrieg is a battle doctrine.  But, what does that mean?  As said earlier, battle doctrine is the principles and means used by a military force in combat.  The Germans placed considerable emphasis upon the offensive; therefore, this battle doctrine was weighted heavily toward the offensive, sometimes to the detriment of the defense.  Moreover, since it deals with combat, battle doctrine falls within the realm of tactics and operations.  Consequently, these were the two areas in which the German Army concentrated their energies, and as Martin van Creveld has pointed out, so excelled at in war.

Before we can continue with our discussion, there is a question we must answer, Why did the Germans decide to establish Modern Bewegungskrieg as their battle doctrine?  The answer lies with the events of the true cataclysm of the Twentieth Century, the First World War.  In August of 1914, the Great Powers were at war with each other.  All, save the British, began by going on the offensive, the most noted being the French Plan XVII and German Schlieffen Plan.  Each side experienced initial success as operations remained fluid and mobile, but by October, everything had bogged down.  The quick and decisive victories the generals promised failed to materialize.  The operational manoeuvre so cherished by the generals on both sides fell prey to tactical stasis.
  The war of mobility all had expected became one of stalemate and siege.

In trying to break that stalemate, the high commands on both sides launched one series of attacks after another.  Thousands of soldiers died in these assaults on the network of trenches that spread from the English Channel to the Swiss border.  The generals, trained for a war that never happened, believed that one final push would resolve the stalemate.  With that the armies could break into open country and restore the war of mobility.  Unfortunately, all they greeted was slaughter as these generals threw away their soldiers lives.

The First World War was the antithesis of the offensive and mobile operations favored by the Germans, and they were quickly frustrated in their attempts to gain victory, especially on the Western Front.  As a result, the Germans resorted to other methods to gain victory, for example General Erich von Falkenhayn’s attempt to bleed white the French Army at Verdun in 1916.  Not only did the French suffer heavy casualties in this battle, but the Germans as well.  The attempt of the German High Command to gain victory through attrition had failed.  So the Germans, now under the command of Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Luddendorff
, attempted to restore mobility to the battlefield.  The offensives in 1918 partially achieved this goal, but the Germans came short of victory.  Unfortunately for the Germans, the restoration of mobility on the Western Front only occurred with the collapse of the Imperial Army during the last months of 1918.

When one mentions the First World War, the first thing that comes to mind is trench warfare.  However, that was primarily true of the situation on the Western Front.  The German Army, unlike the French and the British, experienced warfare on two fronts.
  The conditions on the Western Front that inhibited mobility were not present in the wide-open spaces of Poland and western Russia.  The Germans were able to conduct a war of mobility and gain several decisive victories.  Two prime examples were the battles of Tannenburg (September 1914) and Gorlice-Tarnow (May-June 1915).
  This proved to many within the German Army that a war of mobility was still possible under modern conditions.  Thus, after the war the German military leadership, reared in the tradition of mobile and offensive warfare, did their best to restore this form of warfare.
  Although this was not immediately apparent and took several more years to develop fully, Modern Bewegungskrieg was born.  German military doctrine had turned full circle.

Over the last few pages, we have laid the framework of this paper, the argument that German battle doctrine during the first two years of the Second World War was Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Now it is time to state what this method was.  To do this we will divide our discussion into three parts.  In the first part, we will see what the characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg were, such as its emphasis upon the offensive, mobility, speed, and so forth.  In the second part, we discuss the means in which Modern Bewegungskrieg was executed.  Here we find considerable differences with the old Blitzkrieg doctrine.  For example, many believed that the Panzer-Stuka relationship and the actions of the Panzer Divisions were the key to the German victories, and thus Blitzkrieg.
  In actuality, the key to the victories in Poland and France was the use of combined-arms tactics and a command system based upon Auftragstaktik and forward command.  And lastly, in the third section, we will deal with the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Again, we find a considerable difference between what was thought (Blitzkrieg) and what was (Modern Bewegungskrieg).  Instead of the enemy’s command system, as the Blitzkrieg proponents argued, the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg was the defeat of the enemy armed forces.  In the end, it will become clear that German doctrine was never Blitzkrieg, but instead was Modern Bewegungskrieg.  

( (
The first and probably the most cardinal aspect of Modern Bewegungskrieg was its emphasis upon the offensive.  We can trace this preference to Germany’s geographic position in the center of Europe and her lack of natural defenses.  As a result, the Germans sought to conduct quick and decisive wars as they could not handle a long and drawn out war.  Germany needed to quickly mobilize her forces and strike into enemy territory before their opponents could react.  The two wars of unification, the Austro-Prussian (1866) and the Franco-Prussian (1870-71), both bear this out.  As a result, the Germans concluded that success in battle only came through the use of the offensive.

Although events of the First World War challenged this belief, an emphasis upon the offensive was too ingrained within the German military system.  During the interwar period, the Reichswehr, under the command of Colonel-General Hans von Seeckt, revived the notion and superiority of offensive warfare.
  We see this clearly in Führung und Gefecht der verbundenen Waffen (F.u.G.), the new field service manual issued in 1921.  F.u.G. stated that “The only regulation is an Offensive against the enemy.”
  Moreover, in the words of James Corum, “von Seeckt rarely discussed defensive tactics; for him the defense was a temporary condition from which one goes on to the offensive.”
  Even outside observers recognized the importance the Germans placed upon the offensive.  An article for the French Le Temps, published in October of 1920, makes this abundantly clear.  The author, Lieutenant Colonel Reboul of the French Army, argued that “German doctrine is entirely offensive” and, “all the German infantry is instructed in the doctrine of a rapid offensive conducted without hesitation.”
  Therefore, it was not only apparent to the Germans, but also to the ancient enemy, France, that an emphasis upon the offensive was very prevalent in German battle doctrine.

As the Reichswehr became the Wehrmacht, this emphasis upon offensive warfare remained strong.  When a new service manual, Truppenführung (T.F.), was written to replace F.u.G., it continued to stress the offensive.  Several references can be found within its pages: “The attack is launched to in order to defeat the enemy.”
  In another reference, Truppenführung stated that “A decisive victory can be achieved only by an offensive return.”
  Not only that, but most of German military training also placed great stock upon the offensive as the key to success in battle.  This, in addition to the teachings of Truppenführung, it is no wonder that the primary characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg was the recognition that the key to success in battle, and thus war, was the offensive.

This was apparent not only to the Germans, but also to observers on the Allied side during the Second World War.  A report written by the British and given to U.S. Military Intelligence stated that “It follows that the Germans rely for success on offensive action.  All ranks are constantly taught that they must get on, that to stop is to court defeat.”
  Another report, this time written by U.S. Military Intelligence for use by American forces stated that “The offensive implies a feeling of superiority.  The attacker has the initiative; he determines where and when the battle will be fought.”
  Although both reports were written after 1941, the same was true then as it was earlier in the war.

In another instance, U.S Lieutenant Colonel James C. Crockett in a report for the Officer’s School, 1st Armored Division, wrote, “All German tactical training is based upon offensive action.”
  He continued by stating that “In General Staff School when a tactical situation is not clear the student is taught to attack for the purpose of clearing the situation.”
  Lt. Colonel Crockett based his statements on his personal knowledge and experience as he had “spent more time with troop units of the present German army than any other American Officer and until 1937 more time than any other foreign officer.”

In addition, the U.S. War Department’s Handbook on German Military Forces also recognized the importance the Germans placed on the offensive.  The handbook stated “The Germans believe that only the offensive can achieve success on the field….  German military literature, for the past century, has emphasized the need for aggressiveness in all military operations.”
  And lastly, in the words of Germany’s leading tank proponent, Heinz Guderian, “When the situation is obscure, attack.”  As one can see, Modern Bewegungskrieg focused on offensive action.  However, for this to be truly effective, mobility was a necessity and thus we turn to this important characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Just as an emphasis upon the offensive was an underlying characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg, so was mobility.  In fact, the English translation of Bewegungskrieg is a “war of movement.”  Therefore, mobility was a key component of German battle doctrine.  This was true both during the interwar period and during the Second World War.

Hans von Seeckt, who “believed implicitly in the Prussian tradition of mobility”
 continued to think in terms of mobile warfare (Bewegungskrieg) as a means to forestall a repeat of the static warfare of the First World War.
  As W. Heinemann has stated, he “was a passionate advocate of operational mobility and manoeuvre warfare.”
  Hans von Seeckt himself wrote, “the whole future of warfare appears to me to lie in the employment of mobile armies….”
  Seeckt’s position on mobility came from his experience on the Eastern Front “where the size of the front, combined with an almost complete lack of covering terrain, prevented the development of the kind of positional warfare that gripped the West.”
  As such, “For the rest of his career, Seeckt would be unimpressed with the so called lessons of World War I, at least those which he saw as nothing more than the lessons of the Western Front (the invulnerability of entrenched infantry, the futility of infantry assault, the omnipotence of the machine gun).”
  Consequently, until his removal from command in 1926, von Seeckt instilled into the officers and men of the Reichswehr the importance and even the necessity for mobility.

As the Reichswehr became the Wehrmacht, mobility remained an important characteristic of German battle doctrine.  Observers on both sides, before and during the war, recognized this.  Hanson W. Baldwin, writing in the New York Times, stated “Initiative, flexibility and mobility are the keynotes of German offensive tactics.”
  An U.S. Military Intelligence report recognized that the Germans’ “aim in tactics is to remain mobile….  Then they expect to capitalize and extend the local success by using their mobility and their superior strength to keep the enemy from ever reorganizing.”
  And lastly, The German Campaign in Poland stated that “A high degree of mobility…exerted great influence in bringing about a speedy German victory.”
  As one can see, mobility was one of the major characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Nearly everyone agreed on this fact.

Closely related to mobility was speed, which was also another important characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  There are several definitions of speed, from a rate of action to rapidity or swiftness.  When describing Modern Bewegungskrieg both definitions apply.  Speed of movement deals with the speed of deployment and the attack.  The quickness of the attack itself becomes a weapon.  The constant pressure brought upon the enemy prevents him from regrouping and gaining a respite.  The enemy must never regain their equilibrium, and this was a point driven home in both the Polish Campaign and the campaign in the West in 1940.  As stated by Murray and Millet about the Polish campaign in A War to be Won, “Underlying the German plans ran the recurring theme that the Wehrmacht must execute operations with speed and ruthlessness.  On the operational level, it underscored the German philosophy of war, one that aimed at destroying the equilibrium at the start and, by the tempo of operations, ensuring the Poles would not recover.”
  We find the same arguments in the U.S. Army’s The German Campaign in Poland.
  This was also true during the campaign in France.  The swiftness of the German advance completely disrupted the Allied plans and prevented them from being able to regroup and counter the German advance to the English Channel.  Before they knew it, the bulk of the Anglo-French forces were cut off and their defeat only a matter of time.

In addition to speed of movement, Modern Bewegungskrieg placed an emphasis upon speed of action, specifically the issuing of orders.  This is especially noted in Brief Notes on the Organisation, Equipment and Tactics of the German Army
: “The Germans believe in the minimum of written orders and use operation instructions rather than detailed operation orders.”
  This position was also found in The German Campaign in Poland.  It stated, “The German commanders avoided the use of lengthy written field orders.  Elimination of lengthy written field orders saved much time and played a large part in the successes gained by independent columns….”
  This emphasis upon making orders short and concise, and thus increasing the speed of operations, could be found both in F.u.G. and Truppenführung
, and it is therefore no wonder that speed was an integral aspect of German battle doctrine.

The next important characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg, and closely related to both mobility and speed was surprise.  Surprise has always been recognized as an important aspect of German military doctrine.
  Still, without mobility and speed gaining a surprise is a mute point.  Major Ferdinand Miksche, in his classic study of German tactics, Attack: A Study of Blitzkrieg Tactics, argued that surprise was “the first factor in successful attack…” and it “can take three forms: strategic, technical, and tactical.”
  Only the first and third forms of surprise, strategic and tactical, are important for our discussion.  Strategic surprise deals with forces appearing where the enemy does not expect them.  The greatest example of this was the advance through the Ardennes in May 1940.
  The French High Command did not realize what had happened until the tanks of Panzergruppe von Kleist were across the River Meuse, and then it was too late.

Tactical surprise arises from the use of new weapons or tactics.  The Brief Notes of the German Army goes into great detail explaining the importance of the German tactical surprise, “In Poland, the surprise was provided by co-operation between air and land forces on a scale never before contemplated…; in Belgium and France by the rapidity of advance and the preponderance of numbers and material at decisive points….”
  In addition, Wilhelm Necker, in his study of the German military, The German Army of To-Day, commented on the importance placed upon surprise: “The infantry manual says: ‘Each combat must be built upon surprise’ and, ‘not only does surprise work at the beginning, but also during the course of a combat….’”
  However, we can trace the German emphasis upon surprise to before the Second World War and even the First World War.  It is found in the bible of the German military, Carl von Clausewitz’s On War.  He stated that other than the desire for numerical superiority is the desire “to take the enemy by surprise” and that this desire “is more or less basic to all operations….”
  And lastly, we find the importance of surprise in the field manual of the Wehrmacht, Truppenführung, for it stated, “Surprise of the enemy is a decisive factor in a success.”
  No other statement could better prove that surprise was an important and integral aspect of German battle doctrine.

One of the major results of gaining a surprise over the enemy is the ability to exploit that surprise and thus gain or increase the success of the operation.  This again prevents the enemy from recovering from the initial attack and regaining their balance.  Every mistake or opening made by the enemy is an invitation for action.  Such action can find personification in the slogan, “Be quick to recognize a favorable situation or turn of events and do everything to utilize it to your own advantage.”
  By this the Germans can “capitalize and extend the local success…to keep the enemy from ever reorganizing.”
  Mobility, speed, and surprise are the essentials for exploiting success, but also having an effective command system that stresses flexibility and initiative was also important.  We will deal with this later when we discuss the command system of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Finally, we come to the last important characteristic of Modern Bewegungskrieg, the style of attack.  For over a century, but gaining prominence under the tenure of the elder Helmuth von Moltke, the German Army had placed a premium upon outflanking and encircling their enemy.  Although encirclement was the ideal, the Germans did recognize that frontal attacks, which aim at breaking through enemy positions, might become a necessity.  Still, as Graf von Schlieffen stated, “There are only flanks,” 
 and this was the path to victory.

As we have stated, the preferred form of attack was moving against the enemy flanks in an attempt to outflank them and then encircle and destroy them.  This was the goal of the Schlieffen Plan in August of 1914, and the same was true of the campaigns against the Poland in 1939 and France in 1940.  Why did the Germans place so much stock in this style of attack?  For one, they considered the flack attack the most effective form of attack.
  As Christopher Bellamy states, “Maximum advantage is obtained when part of one’s own force can get round the enemy to attack his back,” and that “envelopment places the enemy under severe immediate threat from front and rear, and possibly flank as well.”
  This was the Germans’ goal.

Moreover, there are numerous references in German military literature asserting the importance of flank attacks and envelopment.  In both F.u.G. and Truppenführung, one can find references stating the importance of this style of attack.  In F.u.G., we find the statement that “The encirclement of one or both wings [flanks] is particularly effective as well as an assault against the rear of the enemy.”
  The end result was that “the enemy can be destroyed.”  Truppenführung was even more explicit about the superiority of the flank attack: “The outflanking attack is more efficient than the frontal.  Simultaneous outflanking of both enemy flanks presumes considerable superiority.  An envelopment of one or both hostile flanks and reaching deep into his rear can lead to the annihilation of the enemy.”
  However, Truppenführung does not ignore the frontal attack, stating that though “it is the most difficult of execution…it is the most frequent.”
  Still, outflanking the enemy and enveloping him was the preferred method both in the Reichswehr and in the Wehrmacht, as later events will prove.

We find that evidence in the actions of the Wehrmacht in Poland and in the West, and in observations of these two campaigns made by the Allies.  The Polish Campaign was a classic example of encirclement.  The Polish armies on the frontier found themselves outflanked and then encircled.  Caught in these cauldrons (Kessel), the Germans systematically destroyed the Polish units.  It was a complete success for the principle of encirclement.
  The same was true of the Western campaign in 1940.  Instead of a double envelopment, the Germans used a single envelopment accomplished by the armored spearhead of Army Group A.  When the panzers reached the Channel coast, the Allied forces that had deployed into Belgium were trapped.  Only the miracle of Dunkirk prevented a complete disaster from overtaking the Western Powers.  Again, the principles of outflanking and envelopment found in German battle doctrine had proved successful.

In addition, observers on the Allied side also recognized the importance the Germans placed upon flank attacks and envelopment.  Hanson Baldwin wrote, “The flank attack, or the ‘double envelopment,’ has long been the favorite German tactic,” and that “throughout most of German military history the flanking or encircling attack has been a favorite manoeuvre….”
  Furthermore, in many of the guides written by the Allied powers for their soldiers, one can find several references to the German emphasis upon outflanking and envelopment.  The Company Officer’s Handbook of the German Army begins it first section, titled ‘Offensive Principles’ with the following statement: “In the attack the Germans stress the principle that the enemy must be surrounded and destroyed.  They believe that a strong, rapid enveloping attack can be decisive.”

Additionally, a study issued by the U.S. War Department titled German Tactical Doctrine stated that for the Germans, “The enveloping attack (envelopment) is the most effective form of maneuver, and if aggressively employed deep in the hostile flank or rear, it can result in a most decisive victory, or even annihilation of the enemy.”
  And lastly, we find in the Handbook on the German Army a further confirmation of the importance of these principles to the Germans, for “Envelopment is considered the most effective form of attack and, if successful, may result in annihilation of [the] enemy.”
  As one can discern from the evidence, the use of outflanking maneuvers and envelopment was an essential aspect of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Before we end our discussion of the characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg, there is one point we need to make about the style of attack, and that is the need for a Schwerpunkt, or center of gravity.  A term taken from Clausewitz
, it had become central to German military thought by the 1870’s.
  By the interwar period under the Reichswehr, the use of the term had become commonplace, even finding its way into F.u.G., “So erhält jeder Angriff seinen Schwerpunkt.”
  Essentially, the Schwerpunkt was the decisive point where one was to concentrate, or focus, all one’s forces and energies.
  However, the Schwerpunkt does not have to be the weakest point, but can be where “the greatest success can be secured.”
  Not only should each operation require a Schwerpunkt, but also it was a sign of good generalship if one could see and act upon it.  The Schwerpunkt became an essential part of German battle doctrine, and was a crucial factor in the Germans success during the Western campaign.  Here the Schwerpunkt was a heavily wooded area of Belgium called the Ardennes and a provincial French town situated upon the River Meuse by the name of Sedan.  The rest is history.

In this first section, we have seen and made the argument for what were the primary characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Essentially, Modern Bewegungskrieg was an offensive doctrine based upon mobility; speed, both of movement and of action; surprise, and exploitation.  In addition to these five principles, German doctrine also emphasized a style of attack based upon outflanking and encircling the enemy.  Although none of these principles appear new or revolutionary, combined they were essential in the Germans’ success in both Poland and the West.  However, these characteristics are worthless without the means to realize them.

( (
Although principles are a major part of any military doctrine, doctrine cannot exist without the means to realize it.  The characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg we have just finished describing, mobility, speed, surprise, and exploitation, are just that, principles.  Without the means to act upon them, they are worthless.  And that is the purpose of out next section: the means of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  But what were these means and why were they important?  The first answer is very simple.  The means of Modern Bewegungskrieg were combined-arms tactics and a decentralized command system based upon Auftragstaktik and forward command.  But why are these two means important?  They appear to be very normal concepts, neither new nor revolutionary; but these two concepts were in fact the keys to the execution and success of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Combined with the principles elucidated earlier, they were the essential ingredients of the victories in Poland and in the West.

As we did in the first section, we will deal with each mean separately, starting with combined-arms tactics.  First, we will examine combined-arms tactics; its origins in the Kaiserheer
, the realization of its importance during the First World War, and its acceptance under Hans von Seeckt.  Secondly, we will examine the best example of a combined-arms team and one of the main reasons for the Wehrmacht’s early successes, the German Panzer Division.  Thirdly, we will examine the relationship between the Panzer Division and its brother units in the Luftwaffe.  An examination of this relationship is important because it is a common belief among the Blitzkrieg proponents that this relationship was the key to the Germans’ victory in Poland and France.  And lastly, we take a look at some examples of combined-arms tactics from both the Polish and Western campaigns to prove that combined-arms tactics was an essential part of Modern Bewegungskrieg and one of the keys to its success.

The other concept or mean that was an essential part of Modern Bewegungskrieg was the German command system.  Just as there were many aspects of combined-arms tactics that contributed to the effectiveness of Modern Bewegungskrieg, the same is true of its command system.  There are essentially four aspects that we will note.  The first two, the General Staff system and a decentralization of the command structure, are important, but the latter two were crucial to the success of the command system operated under Modern Bewegungskrieg.  They were Auftragstaktik and exercising forward command during battle.  Again, as with combined-arms tactics, these four aspects were neither new nor revolutionary, but in combination, they were crucial to the success of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

To begin our discussion of combined-arms tactics, perhaps a definition of the term is in order.  Combined-arms tactics is the use, either in a permanent or ad-hoc unit, of “different combat capabilities to improve combat effectiveness.”
  As this was normally applied to ground combat forces, the common composition of the combined-arms team was infantry, artillery, armor, and engineers.  Other forces, such as communications and logistics could be included.  With this explanation, we can now proceed with combined-arms tactics as exercised by the Germans.

Combined-arms tactics have existed for centuries, but contemporaries probably did not refer to them in that way.  In more modern times, one could trace combined-arms tactics back to the Napoleonic division and corps d’armée.  However, our focus is on the period between the First World War and the first two years of the Second World War.  During this period, it has been generally argued that the armies of the major powers accepted the use of combined-arms tactics.  On the other hand, new research has shown that this might not be exactly the case anymore.

Antulio J. Echevarria, in his recently published book After Clausewitz: German Military Thinkers before the Great War, argues that the Germans considered the use of combined-arms tactics well before the outbreak of war in 1914.  He writes, “The 1906 drill regulations [Infantry] also discussed the importance of employing attacking (or defending) infantry units in combination with other arms.  Cooperation, if not functional synchronization, between infantry and artillery was considered essential.”
  In addition, Echevarria notes that the 1908 regulations “also emphasized the necessity for close cooperation among all branches and stressed that, whenever possible, commanders must conduct exercises that furthered the ‘simultaneous cooperation of the major arms.’”
  This was true not only of the infantry, but the artillery as well, for as Echevarria notes, “By the First World War, artillery procedures in the Imperial German Army had become closely integrated with those of the infantry, creating a genuine combined-arms method for conducting battle.”
  It appears that the foundation of combined-arms tactics was already present in the German Army before the outbreak of the First World War.  

The events of the First World War proved beyond a doubt not only for the Germans, but also the French and British, the need for cooperation of all arms (infantry and artillery) in battle.  The days when infantry was the “queen of the battlefield” had passed.  Modern weaponry, as recognized before the war, had made warfare even more lethal.
  Instead, it took the combination of both infantry and artillery for an attack to be successful and this coordination became in the Germans’ eyes, a key to success.

In addition, showing the influence of combined-arms tactics, infantry units became more diversified.  For example, a German company of 1914 was composed entirely of riflemen.  The 1917 equivalent, the Sturmabteilung (Storm Detachment) was a complete combined-arms team comprising assault infantry, machine guns, flame-throwers, infantry guns, and Minenwerfer (trench mortars).
  As such, the Germans recognized that the combined-arms concept, both tactically and unit-wise, had become an essential part of any military operation.  Moreover, since the Germans believed these tactics had almost gained them victory in 1918, there was no hesitation in retaining them after the war.

When Hans von Seeckt took command and began the reorganization of the Reichswehr, combined-arms tactics became a guiding principle.  This was seen not only in the title of the new field service manual, Führung und Gefecht der verbundenen Waffen (Leadership & Battle with Combined Arms), but also from the subsequent training in the Reichswehr.  Seeckt stressed that every German soldier should train in the use of all weapons.  Thus, in the words of James Corum, “infantry officers were trained to handle an artillery gun section while cavalry officers were trained to fight as infantry.  Motor transport officers were expected to be familiar with both infantry and artillery operations while all ground officers were to have a fundamental understanding of air operations.”
  This allowed for an interrelationship of all arms at all levels.

Still, it was the cooperation between the infantry and the artillery that was stressed the most.  As F.u.G. stated, “The connection between infantry and artillery is of decisive importance.  Their breakdown can endanger the entire combat action.”
  Moreover, “The function of the artillery is to break the resistance of the enemy, clearing the way for its sister-weapon, the infantry, and with it fighting on to victory.”
  As one can see, the emphasis upon combined-arms did not solely come from the beliefs of Hans von Seeckt, but can also be found within the German regulations.  Thus, combined-arms tactics became an essential part of German battle doctrine under Seeckt’s Reichswehr.  As Robert Citino states, “Combined arms, and not mechanization, was the essential element of Seeckt’s art of war.”

The emphasis upon combined-arms tactics continued when the Reichswehr was transformed into the Wehrmacht.  This was clearly seen in the new field service manual issued in 1933, Truppenführung.  Although in many respects very similar to its predecessor F.u.G., Truppenführung strengthened the emphasis placed upon combined-arms tactics.  The first paragraph (329) under the heading “Execution of Attacks: Bases of the cooperation of the arms” was very specific about its importance:

The objective of the combined arms in an attack is to bring the infantry in its decisive action, against the enemy with sufficient fire power and shock action so that it is possible to drive through deeply and break down the final hostile resistance.

This trend was further elucidated in paragraph 330:

The cooperation between the attacking infantry and the supporting artillery governs the course of the attack.  Full cooperation must exist in time and space throughout the attack.

Additionally, to achieve this cooperation, “It is the duty of both infantry and artillery to secure their cooperation through mutual established permanent and effective communication.”
  The infantry must know what artillery units support it and how they are organized and deployed and in return, the artillery must be aware of the needs of the infantry.
  The key to both the action and the success in combat was through the cooperation of these two combat arms.

As issued in 1933, Truppenführung placed most of the emphasis upon the infantry and artillery as the decisive combat arms.  The tank had not yet gained the prominence it would receive in the campaigns of 1939 and 1940.  Still, Truppenführung perceived that the tank was to have a role in the combined-arms system.  Their original goal, in conjunction with the infantry, was the destruction of the enemy artillery, but Truppenführung stipulated that “as a rule, tanks are employed where the decisive action is desired.”
  Moreover, the regulations stated that tank attacks could “follow either the direction of the infantry or in another direction.”
  The deciding issue was the terrain.  These last two points are important because Truppenführung recognized the potential of the tank.

As one can see, an emphasis upon combined-arms tactics was found throughout German battle doctrine, but its purest example can be found in the Panzer Division.  Although many historians have given the Panzertruppen all the credit for the German successes in 1939 and 1940, the real success came from all German units operating under the combined-arms system.

The Polish campaign saw the first effective use of combined-arms tactics.
  Artillery, tanks, and aviation, working in cooperation, made the initial penetration.  The infantry was then to follow up “the initial success of penetration.”
  The U.S. Army report on the Polish campaign was even more explicit about the success of combined-arms tactics in Poland.  It stated, “The close cooperation achieved by the Germans in combined operations on the Infantry, Artillery, armored and motorized units, and the Air Force enabled them to perform seemingly impossible feats on the field of battle.”
  Furthermore, a report prepared by French military intelligence describing German tactics during the early weeks of the war argued that “The success attained by the German Army may be explained by the close cooperation between aviation and armored units.”
  The report also stated that “It is by the energetic application of tactics of close cooperation between tanks, aviation and infantry, that is was possible for the enemy rapidly to develop its exploitation maneuver.”
  As we see from the evidence, observers saw combined-arms tactics as an essential part of the success of Modern Bewegungskrieg in Poland.

The same was true during the Western campaign in May and June of 1940.  For example, the crossing of the River Meuse was achieved not by the panzers, but by infantry supported by artillery and the Stukas serving as flying artillery.
  Small groups of riflemen and engineers crossed the river and established the bridgeheads over the Meuse.
  Robert Doughty notes how “Guderian appreciated the superb performance of the German infantry and visited the 1st Infantry Regiment early on the morning of the 16th.”
  Without the actions of the infantrymen, the panzers could not have crossed the Meuse as quickly as they did.  Once beyond the Meuse, the panzers could roam free, supported by the infantry and artillery working closely with each other.
  As the panzers were in the lead, they gained all the glory, but it was the Panzer Division acting as a team that brought the Germans their great victories.

Although the first Panzer Divisions were only formed in 1935, throughout the early 1930’s the German Army experimented with armored warfare.  For example, between 1931 and 1932 Colonel Oswald Lutz, Inspector of Motor Transport Troops, conducted several exercises, of which the common theme was the cooperation of all arms, infantry and artillery units cooperating with the tanks.
  From this practical experience and the doctrinal foundation established by Hans von Seeckt, F.u.G., and Truppenführung, the path of the Panzer Division to being a true combined-arms force commenced. In Williamson Murray’s opinion, this doctrinal framework was the key:

German doctrinal conceptions…provided a solid framework for thinking through not only how the Reichswehr, if it possessed tanks, might employ them against an enemy, but how a potential opponent might utilize armor against German forces.

Although the German Army had had no experience with tanks or tank warfare, they were adequately prepared to handle it. 

Any discussion of the German Panzer Division must include some remarks about General Heinz Guderian.  Although his importance in the creation of the Panzertruppen has been overblown, by both himself and certain members of the historical community, we cannot overlook his influence.  As Lutz’s Chief of Staff, Guderian was intimately involved the creation process and shared many of the beliefs of his superior.  He fully supported the combined-arms concept and rejected the all-tank notions of the British tank theorists, of which the Germans were fully conversant by the mid-1930’s.
  Writing in Achtung-Panzer, Guderian stated, “Tanks are unable by themselves to meet all the combat tasks which come their way….  In this requirement the tanks differ in no respect from the other arms, and inter-arm co-operation is therefore a matter of fundamental importance.”
  As such, Guderian believed that besides tanks, motorized infantry, artillery, engineers, and signal troops were essential in creating an effective force.

When formed in 1935, the Panzer Division was the fulfillment of this concept.  They were composed of a tank brigade supported by a motorized infantry brigade.  The original composition of the Tank Brigade had enough tanks to satisfy the tank-purist, two tank regiments (two battalions each) with a total of 561 tanks in all; but it also had a strong infantry component in the Schützen (Rifle) Brigade.  This was comprised of a two-battalion Rifle Regiment (motorized infantry) and a motorcycle battalion.
  Furthermore, as Robert Citino writes in Armored Force: History and Sourcebook, “In addition, in what was the true mark of the Panzer Division, there was a complete cast of supporting arms: a motorized artillery regiment, an anti-tank battalion, and an engineer company, later expanded to a battalion.”
  As one can see, the combined-arms concept was very evident in the initial organization of the Panzer Division.

As the Second World War approached, the Panzer Division received several modifications strengthening the combined-arms focus of the division.  In 1937, the number of tanks was reduced from 561 to between 425 and 475 tanks as evidenced in an U.S. Military Intelligence report dated 24 November 1937.
  In addition, as mentioned earlier, the Engineer Company was expanded to a battalion.
  However, even more important than these organizational changes was the recognition of the importance placed upon combined-arms, especially the Rifle Brigade.  The report stated, “The Schützen Brigade constitutes a small motorized force of all arms, capable of rapid strategic movements, and above all, capable of reinforcing a threatened part of a front.”
  Not only did the Germans recognize the Panzer Division as a combined-arms force, but the United States military as well.

In 1939, further changes were made.  Exercises in that year demonstrated the need for more infantry.  As a result, a fourth battalion was added to the three new Panzer Divisions, the 4th, 5th, and 10th, and retroactively to the original three.
  In addition, the Germans recognized that trying to control a force of between 500 to 600 tanks was too taxing on command and control.  Therefore, the tank battalions were reduced from four companies to three companies.  The new tank strength was now around 300 tanks instead of the 450 to 433 tanks previously authorized.
  Despite this lessening of the tank strength, the Panzer Division as constituted in 1939 was a much more balanced combined-arms force.  The Tank Brigade represented maneuver and firepower with the all arm Rifle Brigade providing support and staying power.  It was this combination that brought the Germans their success in Poland and France and became an integral part of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Although the main paradigm of the combined-arms system was the cooperation between infantry, artillery, and tanks, of which the best example was the Panzer Division, combined-arms could apply to the cooperation between ground and air units.  In fact, some German officers argued that “The combined efforts of airplanes and tanks will be of great importance in a future war.”
  However, for many years, historians claimed that the cooperation between the panzers and their accompanying dive-bombers, the Stukas, was the essential aspect of the “Blitzkrieg Doctrine.”
  Yes, both army and Luftwaffe doctrine placed an emphasis upon coordination between the two forces, but it was not as central as the Blitzkrieg proponents have argued.  Still, according to James Corum, “army support operations remained a secondary priority for the Luftwaffe,” but that did not mean that they did not spend the time and resources “developing the techniques for coordination of air/ground operations and training both services in these tactics.”
  Despite this, the close cooperation that was thought between the Luftwaffe and the Wehrmacht during the Polish campaign was not as close as many have thought.  

Once war came there were some teething problems.  During the Polish campaign, there were numerous occasions when this coordination broke down.  In the words of Williamson Murray, “During exploitation in Poland close air support was often as dangerous to the German troops as it was to the enemy.”
  One example of this was the 10th Panzer Division.  According to an Experience Report, dated 3 October 1939, the 10th Panzer found itself on the wrong end of a Luftwaffe attack.  The report stated that “In one case, at a road fork 6 km south of the fortress of Brest-Litovsk, a bomb-attack from our own airplanes cost us thirteen dead and twenty-five severely wounded soldiers.”
  Apparently, coordination between the Luftwaffe and the Wehrmacht was not as close as was thought, despite what was written by Western observers.

By the time of the campaign against the West, much progress had been made to correct the problems encountered in Poland.  However, many observers, then and later, still believed that the Panzer-Stuka relationship was a central aspect of German doctrine (i.e., Blitzkrieg).
  In fact, in a letter to Hanson Baldwin after the war, B. H. Liddell Hart stated that it as one of the major causes of the French military collapse.
  Furthermore, J. R. Lester wrote, “It is difficult to overestimate the importance of the cooperation which existed between land forces and air force.  It is no less important to stress that it was co-operation.”
  Still, the coordination between the Luftwaffe and the ground forces was only a slight improvement over Poland.  This does not mean, however, that the Germans did not make plans calling for coordination between the two services, especially during the breakout from the Ardennes and the crossing of the River Meuse.

For example, Williamson Murray states that “in April 1940, the Luftwaffe and the 1st Panzer Division carried out the first tests for radio controlled close air support during mobile operations, but the French campaign came too close for the panzers and Stukas to use the tests in the spring 1940 battles.”
  In addition, the XIX Panzer Corps conducted several studies dealing with the coordination between their units and supporting Luftwaffe units.  One dealt with how Nahkampfführer II (Close-attack Leader II) could support the attacks of the 1st and 2nd Panzer Divisions on A-Day.
  In an exercise conducted by the 1st Panzer Division on April 17, the Germans realized that prior planning before an attack was a necessity.  Moreover, the results of the exercise supported the notion that the bombings should last as long as possible.  This would keep the defenders pinned down preventing them from counter-attacking and allowing the tanks to break through the enemy lines.

This was exactly what happened when Guderian’s Panzer divisions crossed the Meuse.  Guderian had made arrangements with General Lörzer of the Second Air Corps to “provide continuous support to the ground forces when the river crossing and assault were made.”
  Starting at 0700 hours on May 13, the aerial assault by the Luftwaffe continued until 1500 hours when the Stukas and level bombers switched to targets behind the river.
  Throughout this period not only were the French soldiers along the Meuse forced to find shelter, but the Germans moved their artillery and infantry to the Meuse without any interference from the French defenders.
  When the Germans launched their attack, the French were too shaken up to present an effective defense.  Despite this success, once beyond the Meuse the coordination between the ground and air forces lessened, despite the fact that the Luftwaffe continued to provide some air-support when requested.
  The fluidity of the dash to Channel prevented the close and prior planned cooperation present during the crossing of the Meuse.  Nevertheless, the Wehrmacht did have an effective system of air-support that was not only part of the combined-arms concept, but also of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

Even before the outbreak of the First World War, combined-arms tactics were recognized as becoming an essential aspect of German doctrine.  The events of that war merely confirmed that trend.  Starting with Hans von Seeckt in the Reichswehr and continuing into the Wehrmacht, combined-arms tactics became one of the guiding principles of German battle doctrine.  This was manifested not only in the traditional combat arms, the infantry and artillery, but also in the more recent tank arm.  In fact, the German Panzer Division is one of the best examples of a combined-arms team.  Therefore, combined-arms tactics was a major factor in the success of Modern Bewegungskrieg, and thus the Wehrmacht’s stunning victories in Poland and France.

( (
Throughout history, it has been recognized that an essential aspect of any successful military doctrine is an effective command system.  Without it, military forces cannot operate as effectively or efficiently, as they should.  The difference between victory and defeat is razor thin, and in nearly every case victory has gone to the side with better leadership.  The Germans clearly recognized this fact, placed considerable emphasis upon command both before and during the Second World War, and thus became an essential part of Modern Bewegungskrieg.

But what were the components of the German command system, and why was it so successful?  The first was the General Staff system, which institutionalized excellence and created a common understanding throughout the German Army.  The second and most important concept was Auftragstaktik, or “mission-oriented tactics.”  Auftragstaktik was a style of command that was decentralized, stressing flexibility and initiative.  Officers were told what their mission was and not how to accomplish it.  Essentially, Auftragstaktik allowed subordinates a degree of independence in achieving their goals.  The key was following the intent of their commander.  Moreover, this allowed officers the ability to adapt to the changing circumstances of battle and complete their mission.

Lastly, and just as important as Auftragstaktik, was the principle of exercising command from the front lines, or forward command.  Again, this gave officers the flexibility to adapt to the constant changes of the battlefield.  Not only could they react quicker, a necessity in the mobile warfare of Modern Bewegungskrieg, but they would also have first hand experience of the battle.  All of this allowed the Germans to react and make decisions quicker than their opponents could.  That is what happened in both Poland and France, and thus effective command not only became an essential component of Modern Bewegungskrieg, but also a major reason for its success.

To begin our discussion of command in Modern Bewegungskrieg we will first deal with the General Staff system.  Created by Gerhard von Scharnhorst and his fellow military reformers after the debacle of Jena-Auerstädt, they intended the General Staff to counter individual genius, such as Napoleon, with collective genius.  They believed that a collective brain relying upon the combined effort of several competent officers would always prevail.  A genius at war, such as a Napoleon or a Frederick the Great would not be needed.  T. N. Dupuy uses Helmuth von Moltke the Elder as an example of what could happen in such a system:

Moltke, a competent, even brilliant man, was certainly not a genius of the caliber of Alexander the Great, Frederick, or Napoleon.  His ability, however, had brought him to the top in a smoothly functioning system which automatically selected and promoted competence, and which enabled him to coordinate the systematic actions of other competent officers in a collective effort which compared favorably with the performances of geniuses.

The General Staff institutionalized excellence within the German Army, which was essential for the effective exercise of command.

One of the means in which the General Staff institutionalized excellence within the army was through coordination and supervision.  The former provides not only for the coordination of the plans and operations among larger units in the army, but also within these units.  The mission of General Staff officers was to make sure each unit and officer performed their assigned mission.  Not only did they have responsibility in creating the plans and translating them into action, but also in carrying them out.
  General Staff officers, though told not to regularly interfere in the lower echelons of command, could intervene if the circumstances required it.  This was especially true at the level of the division, corps, and even an army.  At these levels after the commanding officer, the chief of staff was the next officer in seniority.  In addition, he could act in the name of the commanding officer if he thought the situation warranted it.  As one can see, staff officers were encouraged to show initiative.

The General Staff system was always an important part of the German military tradition, but it gained greater importance after the First World War.  Per the instructions of the Versailles Treaty the new German Army, the Reichswehr was to be reduced to 100,000 men, of which only 4,000 could be officers.  Hans von Seeckt saw it as imperative that the bulk of those 4,000 officers should have General Staff experience.
  Having officers with this experience was, in Seeckt’s opinion, essential for reorienting the Reichswehr away from the Stellungskrieg (position warfare) of the First World War to the Bewegungskrieg he saw as the future.  They were to be the seed of a new officer corps that was conversant with and understood the mobile warfare that Seeckt began to reinstitute within the Reichswehr.  His labors bore fruit when the Wehrmacht conducted their campaigns of mobile warfare, Modern Bewegungskrieg, in Poland and France in 1939 and 1940.  Without the General Staff system, Modern Bewegungskrieg could not have been conducted so effectively.

Even more essential to the success of command in Modern Bewegungskrieg was the concept of Auftragstaktik.  More than any other word, Auftragstaktik has been associated with the success of the mobile warfare conducted by the Wehrmacht during the Second World War and maneuver warfare in general.  However, trying to fix a definition to the term has been difficult at best and there are various translations.  Martin van Creveld translates it as a “mission-oriented command system.”
  According to Robert Doughty, Auftragstaktik means “mission-oriented tactics.”
  The literal translation of the term is “mission tactics,” which is used by T. N. Dupuy, William S. Lind, and Franz Uhle-Wettler.

Although most historians have argued that Auftragstaktik was a part of the German military tradition, others have argued otherwise.  However, in his study of pre-1914 German Army, Antulio Echevarria proves that Auftragstaktik was practiced well before the Second World War.  He writes,

Derived in part from the tradition of Scharnhorst, Clausewitz, and Moltke, this solution [Auftragstaktik] was based upon the premise that hard-and-fast rules had no place in the environment of war, which was the realm of human emotion, friction, chance, and uncertainty.  Under this system, the selection of combat formations, as well as their route and rate of advance, was based on a unit’s specific mission, the circumstances of terrain, and the enemy’s dispositions.

Other historians, while keeping the essentials of the concept, use different terminology.  For example, Martin Samuels found another term applying to this system called Führung nach Direktive, or “directive command.”
  Despite this alternative term for our purposes Auftragstaktik will be the preferred term, as Auftrag was the term used for “mission” in both F.u.G. and Truppenführung.

Despite the difficulties in defining Auftragstaktik, all can agree as to its purpose.  Auftragstaktik was meant to overcome the chaos and friction of war.
  Orders were given to officers in general directives, usually short and simple.  The key to these directives was their explaining what to do and not how.
  Officers were given a mission, but were left to their own means on how to accomplish it.  Command was decentralized as they were to be guided by their superior’s intent, and not driven.
  This allowed subordinates the needed flexibility to overcome the chaotic nature of warfare and achieve their objectives.  Therefore, officers could adapt to changing circumstances of battle and exploit them.  Robert Doughty best sums up the importance of Auftragstaktik:

The success of auftragstaktik rested on subordinate commanders understanding the intent [author’s emphasis] of their commander and acting to achieve his goal even if their actions violated other guidance or orders they had received.  According to this concept…a commander could act according to the circumstances of the moment and perhaps ignore a directive or a control measure such as a boundary if his actions contributed to the accomplishment of the unit’s mission.  Though an officer did this at his own risk, the results could be astounding, for the concept of auftragstaktik permitted, if not encouraged, an officer to use his initiative to solve a tactical problem.

As one can see, the potential for Auftragstaktik was indeed immense and, it was ideal for the fluid and chaotic nature of the mobile warfare conducted in Modern Bewegungskrieg.

As Auftragstaktik was meant to overcome the friction of warfare, an explanation of friction may be in order.  Originated by Carl von Clausewitz, the best way to explain friction is using Murphy’s Law: Anything that can go wrong will go wrong and at the worst possible moment.  Misplaced communications, troops going to the wrong location or delayed because of weather, all of these are examples of friction.  Minor incidents can create numerous difficulties, causing chaos and indecision.  As Clausewitz stated, “Everything in war is very simple, but the simplest thing is difficult.”
  Problems will occur, and it is the duty of the commander to do his best to overcome them.  War is not static, nor can it be so easily controlled, despite those who wish to plan out every last detail.  Friction is what distinguishes “real war from war on paper.”

Although considered an important aspect of German military doctrine, Auftragstaktik fell out of favor just before and during the First World War.  When Seeckt became commander of the Reichswehr after the war, a major aspect of his reorientation of German doctrine was the restoration of Auftragstaktik.  Seeckt’s vehicle for this restoration was F.u.G.  One can find the essentials of Auftragstaktik throughout the section on leadership in F.u.G. (Chapter I, Section B).  Paragraph six stated, “The foundation of command is the mission [Auftrag] and the situation.”
  Further on, this statement was reinforced: “The decision develops from the mission and the situation.  If the basis of the mission is no longer sufficient and is outdated by events, this must be considered in the resolution.”

Accomplishing the mission was imperative, but if events altered the situation then commanders must adapt even though they are exhorted that once a decision is made one should stick with it.  F.u.G. makes this fact very clear: “Once a decision has been made, it must be, without serious reasons maintained throughout.  In the changing tides of war, however, holding steadfastly to a decision can be an error.  It is a perceived art of leadership when one recognizes that a change must be made.”
  As one can see, these regulations encouraged commanders to exhibit initiative, flexibility, and even improvisation, while in command.  Orders were not sacred, but could be disobeyed or revised as long as the intent of the commander was maintained.  What was important was the end result, the successful accomplishment of the mission; and that was the purpose of Auftragstaktik.

When Truppenführung replaced F.u.G. in 1933, many of these regulations remained intact.  “The mission and situation” still formed “the basis of the action.”
  Just as emphasized in F.u.G., Truppenführung recognized that,

The decision arises from the mission and the situation.  Should the mission no longer suffice as the fundamental of conduct or is it changed by events, the decision must take these considerations into account.  He who changes his mission or does not execute the one given must report his actions at once and assumes all responsibility for the consequences.  He must always keep in mind the whole situation.

In addition, although Truppenführung argued that “a decision once made should not be abandoned,” it also recognized, just as F.u.G. did, that some flexibility and initiative should be allowed to the officer for, “an inflexible maintenance of the original decision may lead to great mistakes.”
  Recognizing such mistakes was again seen as “an attribute of the art of leadership.”
  In the end, “The commander must permit freedom of action to his subordinate insofar that this does not endanger the whole scheme.”

Such statements, as found in both F.u.G. and Truppenführung, convincingly prove that Auftragstaktik was an essential aspect of command in Modern Bewegungskrieg.  However, the best proof can be found in the events of 1939 to 1940 during the successful attacks of the Wehrmacht against Poland and France.

The U.S. Army study of the Polish campaign recognized that “The emphasis which the Germans placed on the development of leadership and initiative in commanders during years of preparatory training brought its rewards in the Polish compaign (sic).  With confidence that these principles had been properly inculcated, all commanders, from the highest to the lowest echelons, felt free to carry out their missions or meet changes in situations with a minimum of interference by higher commanders.”
  Although it is not recognized as such, this is essentially Auftragstaktik.

The best examples of Auftragstaktik, however, occur in the Western campaign.  Allied observers noticed throughout the French campaign “the strong determination of the German troops” and “the mobility and flexibility with which the German forces were handled.”
  They also recognized that “initiative, flexibility and mobility” were the essential aspects of German tactics.
  These first two points, initiative and flexibility, reflected Auftragstaktik, which gave subordinates the freedom to accomplish their missions.
  As Hanson Baldwin stated, “In the attack no rigid tactical objectives are set; modern German Army leaders believe, as Nelson did a generation before them, that no commander can do far wrong if he keeps in contact with the enemy.”
  This was the key of Auftragstaktik.

An even better example of the flexibility of the German command system and Auftragstaktik was found in General Guderian’s instructions for crossing the Meuse on May 13th.  Guderian simply reused an operational order used during an exercise at Koblenz when preparing for this attack.  He related the story in his memoirs, Panzer Leader:

In the of the very short time at our disposal, we were forced to take orders used in the war games at Koblenz from our files and, after changing the dates and times, issue these as the orders for the attack.  They were perfectly fitted to the reality of the situation.  The only change that had to be made was that at Koblenz we had imagined the attack going in at 1000 instead of 1600 hrs.  1st and 10th Panzer Divisions copied this procedure and so the issuing of orders was an agreeably quick and simple business.

German officers, including senior commanders such as Guderian, were able to adapt and react to the changing circumstances of battle because of Auftragstaktik.

For the flexibility and initiative of Auftragstaktik to be truly effective, officers needed to exercise forward command.  This was clear in both F.u.G. and Truppenführung, and was evident to foreign observers.
  According to F.u.G., “The division commander must always be in the midst of his troops” and “during the advance his place is well forward.”
  Furthermore, “For the execution of combat the division commander operates from his command post,” and “this is to be situated as far as possible at the front.”
  Truppenführung goes even further in arguing the importance of the commander being forward with his troops.  Paragraph 109 stated, “The personal effect of the commander on his troops is of great importance.  He must be near the fighting troops.”
  In addition, “The division commander belongs with his troops.”
  Even during attacks, Truppenführung exhorted commanders to be well forward: “During an advance the division commander…is well forward,”
 and “In attack the division command post should be located as far forward as possible.”
  As one can see, the notion that commanding from the front was already prevalent within German battle doctrine.

But why was this important?  What were the advantages gained by officers exercising forward command?  Modern Bewegungskrieg was a style of warfare that was both mobile and fluid.  Situations could change in a matter of minutes, even seconds.  Officers needed to make quick decisions in order to keep up with the tempo of battle.  As such, “situations change so rapidly, and the opportunities to make good luck pass so quickly that commanders should not confine themselves to posts far behind the lines.”
  Moreover, because of the friction and confusion of war, the commander needed to be on hand to make such decisions from his own observations.
  All of this was especially true of armored warfare.  The speed and mobility of the panzers required quick decisions.  Therefore, for command to be truly effective, commanders must exercise it from the front.
  There “they may constantly watch over their units and make their personal influence felt.”

German commanders were able to exercise forward command efficiently for two reasons.  First, German officers were able to lead from the front because of the tradition of allowing their chiefs of staff great responsibility.
  Commanding officers could move forward and rely upon their chiefs of staff to handle any management decisions in the rear.
  In a report written before the war (3 January 1935), the importance of not just the chief of staff, but also any General Staff officer, was clearly made:

The German General Staff officer always speaks in the name of the commander of the unit on whose staff he is.  He is only responsible, through the chief of staff, to the commander and gives orders on any occasion in the name of his commander.  These orders are legal and binding on recipients although they (the recipients) are senior to the staff officer.

Moreover, “In operations if the commander becomes a casualty the senior staff officer commands the entire unit regardless of the rank of the subordinate units commanders until a commander is designated by the next highest authority.”
  Commanders could operate at the front, even at the risk of being killed or wounded, because they knew their staff officers could replace them and continue the battle.

The other was the use of radio.  Early in his career, Guderian had some experience with radio and recognized its potential.
  When he became Chief of the Mobile Troops, he insisted that every tank be fitted with a radio.  Although only command vehicles were fitted with full radio sets, every German tank that fought in the Second World War was fitted with a radio receiver.
  This simple decision gave the Germans a crucial advantage in command and control, acting as a force multiplier enhancing the potency of not only the tank, but also the German command system.
  Radio communications “allowed battalion, regimental, and even division commanders to command from the front.”
  

The two best examples of forward command are found in the campaign against France: General der Panzertruppen Heinz Guderian (XIX Panzer Corps) and Generalmajor Erwin Rommel (7th Panzer Division).  Both generals believed that their place was forward with their troops directing the battle.
  Throughout the advance, Guderian could be found forward with his troops:

During those days of rapid action, whoever wished to meet General Guderian were indeed fortunate if they were able to find him in his field headquarters.  From the early morning until late at night he was habitually with his foremost elements.  Even during a battle he would work his way forward with is assault echelons.  He would not be tied down to his staff headquarters.

Furthermore, “He personally observed the critical phases of the battle, therefore he was continually abreast of the situation.”
  Rommel, who also practiced this style of command, explained how successful it was:

A tight combat control west of the Meuse, and flexibility to meet the changing situation, were only made possible by the fact that the divisional commander with his signals troop kept on the move and was able to give his orders direct to the regiment commanders in the forward line.  Wireless alone – due to the necessity for encoding – would have taken far too long, first to get the situation reports back to Division and then for Division to issue its orders.  Continuous wireless contact was maintained with the division’s operations staff, which remained in the rear, and a detailed exchange of views took place early each morning and each afternoon between the divisional commander and his Ia
.  This method of command proved extremely effective.

However, it was numerous examples of junior officers that really make the point.

One such officer was Oberstleutnant Hermann Balck, commander of the 1st Rifle Regiment.
  His actions on the thirteenth and fifteenth of May are clearly indicative of the effectiveness of forward command.  After crossing the Meuse River at 1820 hours on the thirteenth, the 1st Rifle Regiment broke through the main French defenses between Frenois and Wadelincourt by 2030 hours.
  Balck, recognizing the lack of French resistance continued to press the attack even though his officers recommended against it.  He knew surprise was on his side, but more importantly, Balck did not want to pay a high price on the fourteenth for something so cheap on the thirteenth.
  By midnight elements of the 1st Rifle Regiment, lead by Balck gained both the southern edge of Cheveuges and the Bois de la Marfée.
  Once there, he sent two companies of his II Battalion “to Chehery to secure the high ground west of the village, in essence cutting off the French infantry artillery positions in the southern confines of the Bois de la Marfée.”
  As a result, the 1st Rifle Regiment was in a perfect position to continue the attack the next day, and at very little cost.

The other instance was on May 15th.  The situation was this: 1st Panzer Brigade was halted at Chagny; by capturing nearby Bouvellemont, the brigade could be relieved and the French forced to retreat.  But nearly out of ammunition, short on food, and with his men completely exhausted, Balck was unable to get his officers and men to attack.  He exclaimed, “If you do not want to, then I will take the village myself,” and began to march toward Bouvellemont.
  He “walked no further than 100 meters when the officers and men, realizing the seriousness of their commander’s proclamation, jumped up and joined him.”
  The regiment captured both towns and for his actions, Balck received the Knight’s Cross.  His will and determination instilled in his officers and men the conviction that they had to continue and achieve their mission.

The actions of Lieutenant Colonel Balck are only one out of many.  However, the German emphasis upon forward command did have its price.  Officer casualties during the Western campaign were very high, five percent of all dead.
  For example, over a three-day period (May 12-14), the 7th Panzer Division suffered ten officers killed and thirty-one officers wounded.
  In addition, the casualty rate of non-commissioned officers, who in most cases acted as officers, was even higher.  Over that same period, twenty NCO’s were killed and eighty-one were wounded.
  The victory and success gained by Modern Bewegungskrieg was not without its cost.

No military doctrine can effectively work without an effective command system.  Modern Bewegungskrieg was no exception.  In fact, the German command system was one of the essential keys of the success of Modern Bewegungskrieg in both Poland and France.  Operating under the concept of Auftragstaktik, German commanders were granted the flexibility, initiative, and even the independence to react to the changing tides of battle.  This, in conjunction with an emphasis upon exercising forward command, allowed German commanders to keep pace with the increased tempo of battle, especially the mobile warfare of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Numerous examples, such as Rommel and Balck, are found throughout the campaigns against Poland and France.  In conjunction with combined-arms tactics, this command system sought only one goal: the defeat of the enemy.

( (
Of all the components of German military doctrine during the early stages of the Second World War, the most controversial was its goal.  We have stated that the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg was the defeat of the enemy forces.  However, the Blitzkrieg proponents, who have dominated the discussion of German doctrine for nearly four decades, disagree.  For them, the goal of Blitzkrieg was the destruction of the enemy’s command and control system.  This was clearly not the case.  German doctrine, and not just Modern Bewegungskrieg, had always stressed that the goal in war was to defeat the enemy armed forces.  As Clausewitz stated, “to overcome the enemy, or disarm him…must always be the aim of warfare.”
  This did not mean the annihilation of the enemy in a single battle, but simply the defeat of their armed forces so they could not continue the war.

Before we make our argument that the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg was the defeat of the enemy military forces, we should comment on what was previously argued as the goal of German battle doctrine as exemplified in Blitzkrieg: the destruction of the enemy command and control system.  Barry Posen, writing in the Sources of Military Doctrine, makes the most concise argument in support of this position.  He writes, “The focus of a Blitzkrieg attack is its distinguishing characteristic.  Such operations aim directly at the adversary’s command, control, communications, and intelligence functions.”
  Moreover,

The Blitzkrieg was aimed at breaking through an enemy’s front line and penetrating its rear area as quickly as possible.  The speed of the mechanized formations would produce the illusion of attacks at many places, overwhelming an enemy intelligence system with reports.  The attacker’s forces would, by their very presence, disrupt the movement of information, people, and machines in the enemy rear.  Air power would concentrate on the destruction of critical command and transportation nodes….  The combination was designed to bring about confusion and collapse of the enemy combat organization, avoiding the necessity for its defeat in detail.

As we can see, Posen is making the argument that destroying the command system, or brain, was the focus of German doctrine.

What Posen and his peers do not recognize, however, is that the disruption of the enemy command and control system was merely an afterthought.  The German goal was the encirclement and destruction of their opponent’s armed forces.  For example, Guderian, the supposed architect of Blitzkrieg, never sought the destruction of the opposing command and control system.  At a conference attended by Hitler in February of 1940, he asked Guderian what was his goal after crossing the Meuse at Sedan.  Guderian replied, “Unless I receive orders to contrary, I intend on the next day to continue my advance westwards.  The supreme leadership must decide whether my objective is to be Amiens or Paris.  In my opinion the correct course is to drive past Amiens to the English Channel.”
  Never once did Guderian argue that his goal was the destruction of the enemy command system.  To do so otherwise was a distraction to the real goal: the encirclement and destruction of the Allied forces.

Besides these facts, further evidence that the Germans sought the destruction of the enemy armed forces are found in the “Führer Directives” issued by Adolf Hitler to the OKW and thence to the Wehrmacht.  For example, in a directive concerning Operation Weiss, the attack on Poland, it stated “It is the task of the Armed Forces to destroy the Polish armed forces.”
  Later on, in a section dealing with the task of the Army, it stated “The operation objective in the East [Poland] is the annihilation of the Polish Army.”
  The Germans achieved this by encircling the Polish armies on the frontiers using a double envelopment.
  Trapped in large “cauldrons,” German forces quickly destroyed the Polish armies.
  Thus, the operational goal was consistent with Modern Bewegungskrieg.  The goal was not the disruption of the enemy’s command system, but the destruction of their military forces.

The same was true of the Western campaign in May and June of 1940.  Just as in Poland, the mission of the Wehrmacht was the destruction of the enemy military forces, the French Army and the BEF.  This was made clear in a memorandum dated 9 October 1939 and sent to the three service chiefs and the OKW chief.
  Under the heading “The German War Aim” the memo stated, “If a real war with France and Britain should develop, it must be the German war aim to attempt to annihilate the French and British forces.”
  Further on, we find a statement supporting the notion that victory will come from the destruction of the enemy armed forces: “The German attack is to be launched in such a way that it can lead to the annihilation of the French army, in any case however so that it establishes a favorable situation for continuing further successful warfare.”
  As one can see, the goal of the campaign in the eyes of the senior leadership was the destruction and defeat of the French armed forces, not their command system.

The planning for Operation Gelb, the code-name of the attack in the West, reflected this principle.  Army Group A, lead by an armored spearhead comprising the bulk of the German Panzer divisions, was to drive to the channel coast and cut off the Allied armies (BEF and 1st, 7th, and 9th French Armies) deploying into Belgium to meet the advancing Germans belonging to Army Group B.  But the advance of Army Group B was merely a diversion, a “matador’s cloak” as B. H. Liddell Hart so eloquently put it.  The result was that the crème of the French Army and the BEF were cut off from the rest of France when Guderian’s panzers reached the coast on May 20th, ten days after the beginning of the offensive.
  By June 5th, the Germans had reduced the northern front and the Wehrmacht turned south to deal with the rest of France.  The end came nearly two weeks later at Compiègne on June 22nd.
  The French Army had been destroyed, along with the bulk of the BEF.  Modern Bewegungskrieg, with its goal being the destruction of the enemy forces, had proven itself.

Conclusion

Whosoever desires constant success must change his conduct with the times.

Niccolo Machiavelli, Discourses
Adolf Hitler’s Wehrmacht accomplished a feat only rivaled by that of Napoleon’s Grande Armée over a century before.  In two years of campaigning, Hitler’s empire stretched from the banks of the Bug River in Poland to the sandy beaches of the French coast opposite Britain.  Even more astounding, Germany gained this great swath of territory at little cost.  Against Poland, the Wehrmacht had only lost 10,572 dead, 30,322 wounded and 3,409 missing in action.
  In the French campaign, the numbers increased only slightly: 27,074 dead, 111,034 wounded and 18,384 missing.
  In all the Wehrmacht suffered casualties totaling 200,892, whereas their opponents suffered nearly 594,240 in dead, wounded, and missing.
  This achievement was due not to superiority in numbers or equipment, but because the Germans had a more effective battle doctrine.

To explain the reasons for this success, historians have always claimed that the Germans were using a new and revolutionary form of warfare, Blitzkrieg or “Lightning War,” because of the swiftness of the conquests.  Unfortunately, not only was their terminology incorrect, but also their interpretation of the facts.  Instead, German battle doctrine was Modern Bewegungskrieg.  This doctrine was based upon a style of warfare, Bewegungskrieg or a “war of movement,” long practiced by the Germans.  Reestablished after the disaster of the First World War by Hans von Seeckt, Modern Bewegungskrieg as a doctrine crystallized under Seeckt’s successors in the Wehrmacht.  This was the doctrine, not Blitzkrieg, which the Germans went to war with in 1939 and brought them their great successes in both Poland and France.

Modern Bewegungskrieg was neither new nor revolutionary, but instead was the culmination of an evolutionary process combining the best of the German military tradition with the innovations that came out of the crucible of the First World War.  The characteristics of Modern Bewegungskrieg consisted of an emphasis upon the offensive, mobility, speed, surprise, and exploitation.  The Germans believed that the offensive was the superior form of warfare.  Through offensive action, the Germans could take the initiative in combat and dictate the pace of events to their opponents.  Through mobility, the Germans could maintain that initiative and force their opponents to be reactive.  The Germans, and not their enemies, could control the tempo of battle.  Associated with mobility were speed, surprise, and exploitation.  All of these concepts were interrelated with mobility, for mobility requires speed, surprise is due to speed, and exploitation is achieved through surprise.  Lastly, Modern Bewegungskrieg sought the enemy flanks with the intent of encircling the enemy, and thus destroying them.

Although characteristics are a major part of any military doctrine, without the means to execute or implement them, these characteristics are meaningless.  Modern Bewegungskrieg was implemented by combined-arms tactics, Auftragstaktik, and by exercising forward command.  Combined-arms tactics, as one can discern, stressed the need for the cooperation of all arms – infantry, artillery, and tanks – in battle.  The First World War had proved that no single arm could achieve victory on its own.  Only through the coordination of all arms, the German Panzer Division being the perfect example of this, could one achieve victory. 

In conjunction with combined-arms tactics, Modern Bewegungskrieg utilized a command system based upon flexibility and initiative.  This was done by using Auftragstaktik and by commanders exercising forward command.  The essence of Auftragstaktik was that officers were told what to do, and not how to do it.  Warfare is a fluid system as circumstances can change at any hour, minute, or even second.  Additionally, friction is an ever-present force.  By giving officers the needed flexibility and allowing them to show initiative, they can overcome this friction.  It was a system that gave any German officer the ability to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.  Moreover, exercising forward command made Auftragstaktik even more effective.  Officers, by being present with their troops, could not only have first-hand experience of the events and make decisions much quicker, but they could also make their presence felt encouraging their troops.  Lieutenant Colonel Balck during the assault and crossing of the River Meuse (13-14 May 1940) illustrates this point very clearly.

Last of all is the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg.  The destruction of the enemy command and control system was always thought of as the goal of German battle doctrine.  Historians have spent numerous pages arguing this point.  However, there was never a reference in any of the directives or plans stating that this was the goal.  Instead, the goal of Modern Bewegungskrieg remained the destruction of the enemy armed forces.  This was the goal in both Poland and in the Western campaign.  Only through this could the Germans hope to impose their will upon their enemies.

The successes the Wehrmacht gained were truly spectacular, and even today remain classic examples of the art of war.  However, they were achieved not by Blitzkrieg, but by Modern Bewegungskrieg.  Additionally, there was nothing new or revolutionary about this battle doctrine.  Modern Bewegungskrieg was the synthesis of German military developments and practices dating back into the mid-nineteenth century, accelerated by the events of the First World War, crystallized under the Reichswehr, and practiced by the Wehrmacht in the Polish and Western campaigns.  Therefore in conclusion, Modern Bewegungskrieg was a battle doctrine that was offensive in character, emphasizing mobility, speed, surprise, and exploitation with combined-arms tactics and a command system based upon Auftragstaktik and forward command being essential to its execution.  And lastly, the goal was the destruction of the enemy armed forces.  Modern Bewegungskrieg was one of the most effective doctrines ever to exist, and was the reason why the Wehrmacht was so successful during the early years of the Second World War.
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