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ABSTRACT

WHEN TO EXECUTE THE COUNTERSTROKE. by Major John P. Drinlfwater, USA,
36 oaaes.

.This paper examines the adequacv of current AirLand Battle doctrine in
assistino the operational commander in makinq his decision on when to
counterattack at the operational level aoainst Warsaw Pact forces in a
war in Central Eurooe. It orovides a comparative anaivsis of current
doctrine w ith the historical experience of Field Marshall Erich von
M.:nstein durinq his winter camoalqn in southern Russia and the Ukraine
when he counterattacked aoainst the Soviets Operations STAR an., GALL'F
in February and March. 194. It identifies specific considerations ot
Manstein, assesses how they affected the outcome of the a a
e::amines their im7lications for the US Army as it continues to
develop its own operational doctrine and stvie.

The conclusion of the st-_ti is t.,at while the doctrine in F" lK._= . . nnt
wnoIlI supported by N-:knst-in s e:rierience. it does reflect the
in tcrJc - nt re!ac ionsnio oi th2 m.ad conditions o- wAr are.
M-rit ein understood the -,',ctL al re at i on sni ps al thocoh ne r i *.e'-,-
certain fa-t:'-s that F l):.N 5 does not soeciiaiiv relate r.
Te s .  'ioo .r tEnt I; D I at O7 Of ti o e:oer erce, r,o ove er. i i: r,
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WHEN _TO EXECUTE THE COUNTERSTROKE

Even when the only point of the war is to maintain the
status quo, the fact remains that merely parrvinq a blow
qoes against the essential nature of war, which certainly

does not consist merely in endurina. Once the defender has
qained an important advantaae, he must strike back, or he
will court destruction.

Carl von Clausewitz, On War'

Introduction

A crucial warfiahting problem facing ooerational-le xei comman ers iz

when. in the conduct of a defense, should they transition to the

offensive, that is. when should they strike with Clausewizz's "flaahina

sword of venoeance" in order to defeat a laroe enemy force. Althouoh the

issue of timinq the counterstroke is germane in any defensive ooeration,

the oroblem is best illustrated aoainst a NATO backdro p. War in

Central Eurooe would involve a direct confrontation with Soviet and

Warsaw Pact forces instead of third-world Soviet surroqates. a clearer

delineation between the levels of war than one miqht find in a

continqency theater, and large-unit manuever at echelons above corns.

Hrguablv, the situation woula be one in which NATO forces are

overwhelminqlv outnumbered with very little prospect for tne c-.mbat dower

ratio to improve. This paper will examine the adequacy of current

AirLand Battle doctrine in assistino the ooerational commander in maino

his dacision to strike a counterbiow in liaht of historical E<oeriznce.



Three basic questions need to be addressed: Why is timino of a

counterstroke important in the NATO context? What does history suocest

about the timina issue at the operational level? What are the

implications of history for the U.S. Army as it continues to develop its

own doctrine on the operational art?

The NATO Context:

A cornerstone of the inteqrity of the NATO Alliance is its policy of

maintainino and restorino the territorial inteQritv of member nmticons if

they are attacked. Althouoh NATO is principally a defensive alilanre

which relies on deterrence, the linchoin of its deterrent strateov is the

threat of nuclear escalation, and its bona fide is the existence of a

conventional force capable of defeating any attack short of a massive

invasion. The underlyinq assumption is that NATO would not make a

preemptive strike but would be on the defensive at the start of a war.

Clearly the strategy has sionificant implications at the ooerational

level when plannina and conducting a defensive camoaion or mazor

operations vis-a-vis Clausewitz s theories on the defensive.

Since the spectre of nuclear escalation is so catastrooh,: and since

member nations believe in their territorial sanctity, the notion that we

will not allow HATO forces to be pushed back very far before we consider

deliberate escalation suooests that an operational defense in Central

ELrooe needs to restore the territorial inteoritv of the Alliance throuoC

ooerational counterstrokes before the Soviets cross an ill-defined



tripwire of escalation. Although Clausewitz say's that time unused

accrues to the advantaoe of the defender, he also insists that

...retaliation is fundamental to all defense:" 3  in other words, one must

counterattack when the advantage of waiting no longer obtains. Within

the NATO scenario this could certainly occur before the attacker has

overextended himself or become exhausted. The challenge to the

operational commander, therefore, is to decide how, when, and where to

strike the retaliatorv blow consistent with the strategic aims of

restorinq friendlv territory,, but before the nuclear triowire is cr:ssed.

Von Mellenthin. Stolfi. and Sobik, in their recent book. NTH-ij Under

Attack. assert that a conventional defensive camoaign in NAFO is

winnable. Thev aroue that winning calls for "...swift, motile

counterthrusts. . . . and "...that commanders be set free to make told and

unexpected counterattacks within a strateqv of forward defense. "'! Their

assertion that a war in Central Europe is winnable with conventional

forces reinforces Clausewitz s axiom on the importance of counter-

attacks and. in iuxtooosition with winnino before we hit the triowire.

makes the problem of determi;iino when to execute operational-level

counterattacks a critical dilemma facino the operational commander

within the context of his defensive camoaign.

The Relevance of Historical__Analo g

Althouoh FM 100-5, currently the princioal source of HirLand Battle

doctrine at the ooerational level, reflects the intearal role that



offensive operations play in a successful defense, it seems inadequate in

its treatment of factors that the commander should consider in decidina

when to strilko with Clausewitz's "flashino sword of vengeance" at the

operational level. The aooarent implication is that one plans and

ex:ecutes it like any other offensive operation. To draw such a

conclusion, however. mioht very well be shortsighted. The problem is

pz.rticularlv relevant as the U.S. Armv develops its own unioue

operational style of fightina. especially in Europe whnere the threat of 3

conventional war with the Warsaw Pact still poses the oreate7t risk.

In tryinq to come to orios with the timini issue. esoeciallv as it

relates to our Dotential adversaries in Central Europe. a comarat-ve

analysis of a relevant historical exoerience with current doctrine couli

be particularly instructive about the adeouacv of the latter in terms ol

ends and means. Assessini the right time to execute ooerational-leel

counterattacks auainst a Soviet offensive should depend on factors which

have historical precedents in the German ex:perience aoainst tre Soviets

on the Eastern Front durinq World War II, oarticularly that of Mantein

in his winter campaiar in southern Russia and the Uiraine wrEn .e

counterattacked against the Soviets' Operations 3TAR and G .L-OP in

February and March, 1943.

Manstein provides an ex:ample of a past adversar., f the 3: ets wno

achieved areat operational success under P.:tremel& adverse conitions

similar to triose facing the U.S. Armv in Europe todav. Althouon the

Germans had passed their strateg:c offensive culminating ooint. they

4



still recresented an operationallv potent adversarv who wouLid not reach

tr:e desisive point in the war on the Eastern Front until Kurst: in 3uls.

1947. Likewise. the Soviets had developed considerable sochi-tication in

operational art. They qere beginninq to appl, effecti velv the lessons

they had learned durinq the disastrous first year. The relative

sophistication between the Germans and the Soviets is analoqous to that

currently e::istino between the U.S. Army and the Warsaw Fac:. Seccnciv.

Manstein was oreatlv outnumbered by the overwhel ,ino strenoth ot the

Soviet Ar my. Today's scenarios for Central Eurooe assume a similar

nuaieric3l imbalance in favor of the Warsaw Pact. Most important.

hoever, the requirement for Manstein to restore German control of the

belooroid-Kharkov reolon is analooous to our defensive Dosture in Central

Eurooe wherein the political oolicy of NATO dictates the maintenance or

restoration of the statLus ouo ante.

One coulo initiallv arque that the factors that aoolv, at the

tactical level apol' equally as wqell at the coerational level. This

would have some inherent acceal to many of us because ours is still E

tacticallv oriented army. On the other hand, history suqqests trat

certain fundamental d:fferences e.:ist between the two leiels of war that

have qreat imoact or the timino of ooeratlonal-level counterattacks. the

princial one beno the c3nceot of Am.nue'er. Accordino to 4;,iace '

Franz, "Qcerational ,man~t=ver oenerallv iniolves disolacemnent of fcrces,

while tactical manuever in.olves the concentration of fires. V71ctics is

based chiefi on fireoower. :nd thus. limiteo to the battiefielc and is

the actual execution cf force. " Whereas tactical units can resoor D

%5



fairly rapidly to chanqes in mission, as Baick so ably demonstrated on

the Chir River in December of 1942, operational units tend toward

inertia. Consequently. adaptation to changinq conditions on the

battlefield is not immediate. The operational commander must anticipate

the need to change direction in both time and space, usuallv davs and

sojmetimes weeks in ddvarce. He is more concerned, therefore. with

anticipation than he is with execution. Timing, then, in the operational

sense is a problem of mal-,na educated guesses about the iuture state of' a

campaicn or maior operation in light of factors which could effect its

outcome. Manstein s camoaiar in Southern Russia is a classic example

which illustrates some of these i.aportant considerations.



Situation of the Southern Win.

The situation facing Manstein in February, 1943 had been developinq

since the German's allied armies becan to collapse north of Stalinqrad in

late 1942. By early January 1943, Manstein had seen that a strateqically

valuable objective for the Soviets was the cuttinq off of the southern

wing of the German Army on the Eastern Front by envelopina them from the

northwest thereby isolating Army Group A in the Caucusus, oushino the Gcn

Army Group aqainst the Sea of Azov, and cuttinq off von Kleist s Army

Group in the Crimea. If that occurred, the southern wino's critical

lines of communication across the Dnieper River at Zaporoczhye and

Dnopropetrovsk would be severed and the army oroups would face

destruction on a scale which would make Stalinqrad oale in comoarison.

The situation reached crisis proportions by mid-January with the turther

collapse of allied armies in Arm.v Group B s sector between VorosmIlovorad

and Belqorod. The Soviets were presented with a clear opoortunity for a

decisive victory.
6

As Manstein pondered the implications for future ooerations, he

could see that the fundamental issue was whether or not the Germans coulo

retain control of the Donetz basin. 7 Although the German war economy

arquablv relied on Donetz coal. the risk to the soutnern wino oi oettino

cut off completely called into question the wisdom of trvino to mold the

Don-Oonet: salient ith insufficient forces. Manstein concluded tnat if

Hitler insisted on holdira the salient, the German Army in the south

would not be able to conduct either a viable strategic defensive or an



offensive out of that salient because of the threat to its flank and the

lack of sufficient forces to secure the entire front. The Soviets would

be able to dictate the terms of battle. Conseauentlv. he considered it

absolutely essential to withdraw back to the Dnieoer: he realized that

the only viable strateQv lay in the potential strenoth of the

defensive--strikino with the "flashing sword of vengeance". The position

of the Axis forces, however. would have to be improved by ,,iithdrawino

westward in order to (i) shorten the front lines. (2) reduce the threat

to the LOCs that were stretched all the way to Rostov. and (3) oain a

central position from which to counterattack what he saw as the

inevitable continuation of a Soviet offensive desioned to cut off the
f".

southerna rcup of forces.

Manstein's decision to leapfroo forces from the area south of the

Don to the middle Donetz was reinforced by the continuino crisis on his

northern flank. Army Grouo B wanted to withdraw behind the Aidar River

to 'tarobyelsk after the Hunaarian Army collapsed. What developed.

however. was a wide oap which opened uP to the north of Vorosri lovor.d.

weakly defended by isolated elements offerino only token and desoerate

resistance. 8 At the time he was not countinq on the SS Panzer Corps beira

transferred to him. Therefore, he foresaw the danaer of bein: outflanked

tc the west on the northern wino of his army oroup. His assessment of

zi.'iet capabilities and his own vulnerabilities would have considerole

iopact on how he tried to st.ape the battle later in January and irn earl,

F .b,,rar..



KeyConsiderations of Manstein

The purpose of briefly reconstructinq the camoaian s formative

staoes east of the Don River is to lay out the historical backaround

aqainst which we might see inside the mind of possibly the finest

operat:onal commander of World War II. The objective is to isolate the

critical factors that he considered in decidina when to strive the

counterblow aqainst the Soviet operations GALLOP ana STAR of the

Southwestern and Voronezn Fronts respectively. Did he time nis

counterstroke as described in our current ooerational doctrine or were

there factors peculiar to his specific circumstances? More imoortantlv.

what might we extraoolate from his experience for the develooment of a

oistinctivelv American operational style of warfihtino?

Soviet Advantagly

Underlvina the entire camoaion from the collaose of the erman Sixth

Armv in Stalinorad to the destruction of more than tnree Soviet Armies ov

the time Manstein retook Kharkov and Belgorod were two sionniicant

conditions that temoered ail of his olannina and ooerations. The first

was an overwnelmino superioritv in numbers by the Soviets--a ratio of

rouchl, se'en to one (341 Soviet formations vs. !2 erman divisions).

The second was the relative freeaom of action enjoved by the Soviets

because of the snorter distances for them to the vital crossinas over the

Snieper River. the danoer posed by these two everoresent conditions was

the cuttino off the soutnern winq ot the German Army, bv the Soviets which

F Jr ai



could inevitably result in the destruction of Manstein s Armv brouo as

well as Kleist s Army Group in the Crimea and on the K.uban PEninSUla. 9

The danqer they nosed underscored Manstein s arquments on the necessitv

to withdraw west of the Donet: and Mius Rivers in order to den', thse

Soviets a decisive. stratepic victory,.

An tjc~pation of Soy jetCa a bilities:

Another maior consideration which eiiected Manstein s conduct o.: the

camoaiqn in its early staoes was his unique ability to anticipate tne

course ot events. Unfortunately. Hitler s intransioence on aiv'incl UpD the

territory east of the Donetz and his inability to think more tnan -z tew

days out on operational matters severely handicapped Mansteirt. Manstein.

in contrast, perceived well in advance the Soviets intention to cut ot

the southern wina of the German Army by sei~ino the crossinas over tre

Dnieper at Dneprcoetrovs, and Zaporo-rte. In nis aost-war memoirs, re

captured the essence ot anticipation as it effects the course ct a

c amo a in:

Now, all considerations of an operational nature arE?
ultimately based--especially when one has lost th-=
initiative to the enemy--on appreciations or hypotneses
reaardino the course of action which tne enemy may te
expected to take. While no one can prove beiarehand
that a situation wiill develop in such-and-sucn a wa;.
the only successful military commander is the one who
can think anead. He must be able to see throuah tnE
veil in .4hich the enemy s future actions are always
wrapped, at least to the extent of correctly 3udaino
the possibilities open to both the enemy and nimself.1"

After the collaose of the allied armies to tne nortnwest of

Staflnqr-ad. tiarstein Could ";oresee that a strateoicallv vaiuabie. and at



that time achievable. obiective of the Soviets could be the cuttin of the

lines of communication whicn crossed the Dnieoer and supplied the entire

southern winQ of German forces. Hitler s insistence on rlpidlv holoinq

onto his Qains conflicted with Manstein s view on the single qreatest

advantage that the Germans had over the Soviets, that of operationA

mobility. Manstein realized that to maintain even a purely oetensive

canoaion depended on switching "...forces from [his] eastern to Lhlsl

western winq in time to intercept tne enemy s outtiankino movements as

they araduallv extended further and further west."' 1

qp__!rational Reserves:

In addition to these major considerations, Mansteln aopearl tc have

taken at least two other siqnificant factors into account in

decidinq when to counterattack. The most sionificant factor. ana one

cioselv related to his atilitv to anticipate, was the avaijabilit., and

positionina of operational-level reserves. initiallv. tne Drcolem

controntinq Manstein was a comoiete lack of any reserves w',th wnicr he

coild counterattdck aqainst Soviet outflankinq movements in :ne vizlnitv

of Yoroshilovorad. Fne struaaie to relieve the beleaauerec Si.::h Hrm'i in

Stalinqrad and the suaseouent fioht by Fourth Panzer Armv and Hl-mv

Det3chment Hollidt to keep 4rn; Group A's evacuation routes e::m tne

Caucusus precluded the fleibilitv of a r-serve. As early as ;- Janua-v.

when holdinc the Donetz basin was still a strateoic obect,ve, Manste;n

had seen the need for an operational reserve in the vi:initv of .ar:.

Put he alsa realized that the 55 Panzer Corps assemblina in the ares cf

11



Kharkov would not be operational until mid-Februarv at the earliest.

which meant that it could not stop a major penetration by the Soviet

Sixth Hrmv nor could it protect the northern flank of the bon Armv Group

doubtful.12

Despite the lack of a reserve, he was already anticipatino the

decisive place for a counterstroke. He knew that if ne were to be

successful in maintaininq the vital lines of communication he wou"o rave

*to assemole a credible force in a central oosition between tne DnLieper and

*the Donetz. Before he could do this, however, he would have to fioht a

purely defensive battle lust to preserve his force. Fortunasilv, the

crisis in Army Group B s sector in mid-January, brouqht about ov the

,ollapse of the allied armies, apparently convinced Hitler to ai:ow tne

withdrawal of the First Panzer Army throuoh the Rostov corrioor. Manstein

was able, theretore, to commit General von Mackenson s First Fanzer -rmv

to the area around Slaviansk to what would aevelop as the soutrern

shoulder of the malor penetration bv the Soviet Six:tn Armv ani moblie

Group Popov. But he still did not have a reserve and was vet to te

relieved of the mission to hold tne Donet: basin.

Not until t February did Hitler relent to a withdrawal berind the

Mius and to tne operational freedom of action so desoeratei • ,cnted b;

ianstein. It would be almiost two weeks. however, before the Fourth

Panzer, which was travelinq bv road and rail, would be availao~le in a

central oosition to affect the battle. Hitler s reluctance to adjust

strateiic qoals to the ooerational realities facina the Don irmv Group



after the collaose of the allied armies and the annihilation of tre Sixtn

Army at Stalinqrad had cost Manstein valuable time in constitutino an

ooerational reserve, time which was not passing unused bv tne Soviets and.

therefore, not accruinq to the advantaoe of the Germans.

Durinq the conference on o Februarv. Manstein tried to communicate to

Hitler his appreciation for the operational necessity of havino his own

reserve:

...no counter-thrust bv the SS Panzer Corps could be
considered adequate to intercept the wide outflankino
movement which the enemy would make .... It was absolutely

essential, therefore, that First Panzer Army. now on its way
to the Middle Donetz, should be immediately followed by
Fourth Panzer Armv to intercept the still not acute, out
nonetheless inevitable threat of an enemy envelopMEnt

between the Donetz and Dnieper. Only then would it be

possible, in co-operation with the aporoachino
reinforcements, to restore the situation on the German

southern wind of the Eastern Front.' 3

Altnouah the SS Panzer Coros and Army Detachment Lanz would eventuai!; be

assioned to Armv Group Don, that would not occur until 15 Februar,,. In

the meantime. Manstein was in continual danger cf being outflanked to the

north and west. This made the raoid assemblvinq of his own opera7: na

reserve even more critical. Despite Manstein s orescient vision. it

would be a race against time, the weather. and the Soviets treasel'es.
1 4

Jntil he could aet the Fourth Panzer Armv in oosition, he would ha,,e

alrost no operational flexibilitv and certainly would not te in a

oosition to counterattack. Manstein knew that:

* The constantlv decisive factor in any shift of torces...is

which of the two oooonents aains the lead--in otner words.

which of than is offered the ooocrtunitv, Dv his own timei,,
action. to seize tne initiati/e at the crucial soot and



thereafter to dictate his own terms to the more slow-movina

enemy, even wnen the latter is collectively the stronoer.
15

lhus. ov b February, Manstein was laying the foundation of an

operational counterstroke which would not actually begin until 19

February, almost two weeks later. As he so aotlv described the time and

space relationship involved in maneuverino large units about the

battlefield. "The oreater one s sphere of command...the further ahead one

must think. And the nreater the distance to be covered and the

formations to be moved, the longer is the interval that must elapse

before the decision one has taken cai produce tangible results." 16

Betwteen the time when Hitler made the decision which would allow

Manstein to constitute a credible reserve and the positionino o& tOat

reserve where it could be committed to the counterstroke. the crisis in

the area of the Don Army Group, now called the Southern Armv Grouo.

S reached a new climax. The aao between the First Panzer Arm, and the

Anarkov reojon was wide ooen to the Dnieoer crossings and oa.'e the

Soviets aimost complete freedom of action. "And vet. oaradoxicalli. it

was in this ver'. culminaticn of the crisis that the oerms o 4

counterstroke lav.17

Manstein had done his homework. Bv 19 February nis armored forces

were in oositicn on both sides of the penetration of Sixth Arm, and fMoc~ie

Group Popov: the SS Panzer Corps had disenoaoed from its tattle in

,harkov and reoositioned in the area of Krasnoarad, the 42in Fanzer Coros

was assemblino east &f Pavloqrad. and the 40th Panzer Coros nad all but

destroyed Mobile Grouo Popov near Krasnoarmesiskove and was oreoared to

14



e:ploit its success. On 19 February. Manstein ordered his three panzer

cores to execute the counterstroke.

* Weather vs. Mobility:

The second principal factor, which inherently affected the

first--availabilitv and Doostionlin of reserves--was the imoact of the

weather. Manstein anticipatec its effect on operations iust as ne nao

with reserves. On 3i Januarv. for example. when holdino the Lcnet: was

still an strateoic imperative, at least from iitler s point ot view. ne

reaiized that any attemot to reiieve oressure pn the southern wino in the

,icinitv of ,hariov would has e to oe made oetore the Sprino trw.I

Snort2, atterwaras. weatier beoan to have a direct effect on when,

Manstein could strile back. Ev 4 and 5 February. as the 5oviets were

tai.i i, Isvum and oressurin 1 Siaivansk. the First Panzer Arm' was still on

the road t-om cstov. several days away from beino in position to affect

the oittle. m warmina trenI had caused tne roads in the coastal recion

o,.er whizn tne Arm, was mo+ no to become saturated thus delavino and

hamoerina movemet. Since the Fourth Panzer Armv. nis counterattackinq

torce. would be followpino the First Panzer Armv from the region of the

lower Don. it became a race aoainst time. 19 But conditions Old not

pz-orove tor the Fourth Panzer wrm;. Hs late as 17 Februar'. its '.,.'emernt

too was slowed bv the terrible road conditions in the souther. Dart o+

the Mrmv Grouo sector.

Hitler, who wanted to retake Kharkov before aoino atter tne i.:t7.
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AIrmv, feared that the operations of Manstein would qet boaped down in the

mud. Manstein acknowledoed this possibility but felt that the weather

aroued more stronqlv for the removal of the threat to the Dnieper

crossinqs as a prior condition to retakinq Lharkov.21 The sequence that

would take into account both weather and the threat to his LOCs was 1,1

to take care ot the problem between the Donetz and the Dnieor before the

thaw set in, and then t2) to proceed to attack in the north where the

thaw would have a later e+fect. The need to strike soon was further

reinforceo when Army Detachment Lanz reported on the 18th of February

that the SS Totenkopf "Death s Head" Division was stuck In thE oud on its

way f rom Kiev.

Weather would continue to nip at the heels of Manstein s

counterstroke. particularly in its second phase when ne was exoioiLino

his initial success b/ drivina north to retake Kharkov and Belaorod.

Whereas he prayed for winter to continue, the Soviets hood tot a rapid

thaw to stop. or at least slow, the German advance. He finally had to

stop when the sarinq tnaw turned the roads and countrvside into a

quaamire."
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Doctrinal- Impl ication s

Hs tne Oridoe Oetween tneorv ano practice. FM Iu-5 oro,!ioes ,.e

orincioal doctrinal connection oetween Clausewitz s theoretical

constructs on the operational-level detense and the practitioner at the

ooerationai art. betore we examine tne oactrinal imoilcations ot

Mansteir s e,:oerience. an aporeciation Ot the basic structure OT

operact:onal art is n2eaec tc understand the context ot the imoijcations.

It is appropriate to brietlv layout its fundamental nature.

Operi at-io nal-A~rt-:

Hccordina to FM . operational art translates the strateo.c aims

oi national ooiicv into ettective military operations and caaoaiors.

More speciticallv. it is tne "employment ot militarv forces to attain

stratecic Qoais in a tneater ot war or theater ot ooerations tnrouon rne

oesion. oroan zation, and conouct ot campaions ano malor coerations.
' 4

Ut siqniticance in tnis detinition is not oniv the lir aoe aiono :he

different levels of war. OUt also the inclusion ot botn cat:Oainns an

ma)or operations. Uceratianal art can be oracticed at several difteren'

echelons within a oiven theater ot war which can sometimes obsL.re :ne

iinLace amona the Cirterent jeveis a- war.

I;



Tne editor of Milttarv Review recently offered a variation ot tne

doctrinal definition. Colonel limmerman said,

The operational level of war encompasses the movement.
support and sequential emplovment of iarge mtiit1ar.
forces in the conduct of military campaions to

accomplish aoals directed by theater strateov or a
hiqher operational tormation. 2 5

Hithouah I am inclined cowards the latter definition because it includes

three essential characteristics of operational art, '...the mo.ement.

support and seouential emolovment of larqe military torces...." ooth

emphasize the theoretically sunoroinate relationship of war to poiici

and, thus. operational art to strategv.

SManstein denonstrated. however, that the relationshic -s n-tuail., a

svmbiotic one. Durino his winter camosian in south Russia in 4-- 4. ne

felt comoelled by the operational circumstances to oet Hitler to aoust

the strateqic aoals on tne Eastern Front to the operational reaiities

.1' facing the Don Armv Group atter the collapse of the allie ar.es ano the

annihilation of the Sixth Hrm, at Staiinarao. He realized that Hit er s

intransioence on vieldino terrain would lead to even oreazer

catastroonic loss. nis is not an arquinent to suGaest that ULausewi t: s

conceot on the relationshiD of war and policy is invalid. Ra-.ner. in

Mlanstein 3 case it was a ouestlon of avoiding defeat. He undersrood tnat

unless imaediate strateoi: ano political opals were consistent )i:n

operational caabiilities. hianer nationai aims would be forfeits:.

The Iliri ae amono the le.els of war rotwltnstandino tre autnors ot

FA y'j-5 oOstLu ate tnree inc si .e cuestions tnat, tau en tooether . re at



Itne toundation of operationat art. inese are:

-what conoitions need to be created to achieve strateoic ooais?

* -- What sequence of actions will oroduce those conditions'

-How should resources be applied to a chieve that seduence i

actionas-.

rhe answer s to these three ouest ions must be the ot iecti yes tocJarlz whi cn

tnEe rtarts oi* operational-ievei forces con'verce.

Doctrinal__Compari gong:

Fhe important auestions to answer, and the ones tcwaros .nr tri=s

paper has been develcoinq. are:

~l How does our milit-rv doctrine coiicare to Nanstein s ceratoai;

*detensive in Februarv and Mlarch 114 7

i What are trie i ao! icati ons of Manstei n s e>xperi ence i-cr toe LC

krmv as ct develops its own operational doctrine and stv.'e'

'stensibiv. we should be able to establisr a historical connectltn. or

demonstrate tne difterence. oetween previous success aaainst oir ze.

enemies and current coerational doctrine with tne obiecti., Ge

determininq toe adequacr-, of current operational concects. "rr. he

cipr~infl e:oerierZES on the Eastern Front are not the cnl ~toia>

rsievant events to emarde from World War 11; flowerer. diSCduntin-O tre=

Finns ano the Jaoanese. theirs is pr o~aol v the onlv rel e rant C E I-i erce

wnere the Scriei-= tacea an ooerationallv soohist::-ated arni..

CLoriseeuenri . i1t oecof.es i ,strutit1Ve to unarstcandir n the dlvn~cc -z. t the



detense at the ooerational levei.

Like our tactical doctrine, which states that "timina is critical to

counterattacks," our ooerational doctrine makes several direct statements

atout timina counterattacks at the operational level. An examination of

these statements and how they relate to Manstein's Winter Camoaian is

important to evaluatinq the adequacy of our current doctrine.

Counterattackina Early: The first statement that has timinq imolications

is:

H successful defense consists of reactive and offersi ve
elements workina together to deprive the enemy at cne

initiative. An effective defense is never purely
passive. The defender...seeks every opoortunitv to co

over to the offensive. Eariv in a campaion or
defensive battle, such ooportunities wili be local and

limited. As the situation develops. they will become

more numerous .... When the attacker exposes himself. the
defender s reserves or uncommitted forces

counterattack.

While reactive measures may halt the enemy, early

counterattacks imorove the chances for success. ine

defense can oreatly damaoe the enemy only when earin
counterattacks accompany the reactive onase of tne
battle.

2 7

Certainly. Manstein understood the dynamic relationship between a-zack

and defense as Clausewitz described in On War: however, his acli, tc oe

orher than reactive from early January until 19 Feoruarv was severeiv

hampered by the lack of operational reserves and the reiatiie ad,,artaoe

in operational mobilitv enioveo bv the Soviets. Until he coulo muster an

offensive element he nao no flexibility to commit a counterstrcte shouiO

the Soviets expose tnemsel,,es ov overextension. but he had anticioateo
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the Soviets presenting assailable flanks as they oressed torward across

the Donetz toward the Dnieper. Althouqh the Soviets were, in fact,

overextended when he executed the counterstroke. it was a tortultous

condition as opposed to a product of deliberate timino.

Ht the army group level no ooportunitv presented itself fGr eariv

counterattacks: quite the contrary. Manste:n was in a race aoainst time.

He could easily have been too late to oe able to influence tne outcome ot

the campaign by a counterstroke. His subordinate armies. however. oid

use local and limited counterattacks at the tactical level that vastlv

improved the chances for success at the armv qrouo level; for e;xample,

the First Panzer Army when it was fiahtinq Motile Grouo Pooov. une could

aroue convinclnglv that only because these local counterattacks oc:urred

was Manstein ever to realize the eventual operational oooortur~itv to deal

a decisive blow in late Februarv and March. Had the First Panzer Armv

not stopped the Mobile Group Pooov. had Army Detachment Hoilidt collaosed

in the east. had the SS Panzer Corps not held for as lonq as it did in

the vicinitv of Kharkov. the outcome probably would have been

considerably different. In fact. the likelihood of Manstein acnievino

any success at all would have been very slim. He probably would nave

been cut otf from all resupplv and would have run out of fuel lono before

the Fourth Panzer Armv was in oosition on 19 February. Ine 3o',Iet= .

much closer than they realized to defeatino the southern wino cf the

German Eastern Front.

aome students of military doctrine at both the tactical ana
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operational levels are concerned that they miaht counterattack too early.

thereby forfeitinq tneir reserve before the decisive ooint in the battle.

Althouoh, that could possiblv happen, the chance of beinq early is

e:tremelv remote. particularly at the tactical level, and. if Manstein s

experience is anv indicator, at the operational level as well. The

critical issue is not whether one will be too early. but whetner or not

one strii0es the enemy s main effort before it is too late. The

initiative remains with the attacker until the operational commander can

identify the enemy s main effort as Manstein did. Althouon a certain

degree of risk miqht be necessary in order to allow the enemy to exoote

his main effort. especially in NATO where Alliance policv orecluoes

Preemptive strikes across international boundaries, the sooner one can

counterattack the better his chances of defeatinq the enemi oiecemeal.

The Offensive Culminatinq Point: A second doctrinal statement that

carries impLications on timinq is. "Unce tne enemy has committed himself

aqainst the defense and has been weakened by losses, the defender

maneuvers to destroy him with fires or counterattacks. " 8 This statement

really must be juxtaposed with another, that is:

"Defenders attempt to defer a decision in the campaion
until they can fight on advantaqeous terms. Tnis means
that detending commanders must accurately sense the
attacker's culminating point--that time when he has
exhausted his otfensive potential .... After this has
been accomplished...the defender will be able to =-it*
to the attack himself.'

9

Notwithstandinq the apparent contradiction with the statement aDcut

counterattackinq early, these statements assume the orescient ;:sion ot
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Clausewit: s militarv genius, or a directed telescope into the heart ot

the enemy s headouarters. Not that coupdaeuil is a characteristic

wholly missing from our army s leadership, but as Manstein put it so well

when describinq the develooment at his camoaign plan as it oertaineo to

the Soviets exnaustin themselves before he would use the Fourth Panzer

A r iv:

It was Just not dood enough to pin one s hopes on the
enemy s becoming exnausted (great though his losses
might well have been in attaks on German troopsJ or on
his operations being brought to a premature halt by

difficulties at supply. ( ... it had to be borne in mind
that the enemy s attacks on allied armies had cost nim
very little and that he was far less dependent on

supplv and transport tnan we 6ermans were in enemy
territorV.)

30

Despite the theoretical notion about the diminishino iorce at

attacks, even Clausewitz acknowledged the difficulty in identitvinQ tne

enemy s offensive culminating point. But even if one could identify it,

the real operational problem is predictin9 it. As we have seen, the

operational commander must anticipate and set forces in motion weii in

advance at when he expects results, the actual length of time decencino

on the size of his formations, the distance they need to tra.'el to be in

position for commitment, and when and where he wants to counterattaC: ai

the operational level. Unlike the tactical level wnere size. spacs. and

time considerations are relatively: immediate with reqard to

rasoonsiveness. the same does not hold true at the coerationai level.

Lonsequentlf, the problem of identifyznq a culminatino oomnt is

compounded. This lesson of nistory is particuiarlv relevant +or

ccrnanders in NOO. The 1i-elihood of Soviet formations e,:naustin3 their
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ottensive potential before the we reach own defensive culminatino point

is doubtful. We might be comoelled to counterattack without reqard to

the relative strength or perceived disadvantaae because we '... may tace

a cnoice between a slim chance tor immediate success at Qreat risk or a

prolonged detense with no prospect of winning." 1

Control ot the Attacker: A third doctrinal statement that carries

implications on timina is. tUnce the attacker has been controLied. the

* detender can operate aoainst his exposed flanks and rear.""' Control at

an attackina enemy is elusive at best and. under most circumstances.

probably will not e;:ist at all. It implies that initiative is with the

defender whereas the notion of counterattackinq presucooses that

initiative beamns withi the attacker: he oenerallv chooses the time and

place at the battle. In tne process he can throw the defender

ott-balance by his choice of around, direction of aooroach. or ti'ninaofa

his attack. Until P4 February. the Soviets had the initiatie: tnev were

dictatino the terms of battle. The 6ersm;1s. on the other hand, were

acout ttD counterattack to try to reqain some of the initiative. aitnouah

arouablv. that did not really occur until the second onase of the

ooeration. The first chase was really a reaction to the Soviets

ianmmrent disruption of the lines of communication and orincioallv had as

its obiect a "rieaacive" aim as define~j by Clausewitz. The Soviets had

comoelled the Germans to :ounterattack to maintain LO~s. Tirnino of the

counter-attack is driven in cart, then, by precarious conditions Existino

as a result of an eneimy s offensive and less by the deliberate ch~oice o

tne defender.
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Chanqg ing- Con d itionsl:

When comparino the events of February and March lQ43 to current

doctrine as it pertains to Central Europe. we must be coanizant of the

differences between conditions as they e-:isted then and those under which

we will orobablv fiiqnt now. specifically: Qeoqraphv,. force structures,

political constraints and restrictions. and Soviet operational methods.

utnerwise, we run the risik of applying blindly the empirical ev.idence of

Hrm rouo Don witnout considerina conditions III:: tend to qlallifv tne

historical analoqy. Althouqh other dlstincuishinq conditions mjqhz also

effect c-Arrent operational ;!anninq, these appear to be the mo=st

First. the qeoqraphv of Central Europe is verv difterent than that

in southern Russia. The area between the Donetz and the Dnieoer was

relativielv open terrain with little 'eaetation and a sparse copulation,

Central Europe is hilly. heavily forested. and denseiv; populated. Even

tre north berman pla?,n. althouoch relatively flat, is sionificantl, more

torested and more heavilv poculated. Mobility in Central Eurooe .s often

easier due to its modern road network. in contrast to the ruoaed.

fre~uentlv imoassible. dirt tracks tnat served as roads in soutnern

Russia. Repositionino of reser/es. therefore, can be much easier than it

was for Manstein. On the other hard, as anyone who has particicateC in a

Winter REFOF:GER can attest, the same impassable co-nditions can e ist for

oti-the-road movement in the central reqion durinc a wet. Sorinc tnaw.



Notwithstandinq the sianificant differences in qeocrapnv. the relative

mobility of the opoosina forces as a function of weather ana terrain is

the same--theY Effect oath sides equally.

Second, force structures have chanced. In 1943, Armv Group Don had

few armored or mechanized formations. Most of the infantry aivisions

were foot-mobile with only limited motorization. Consequentlv, Manstein

felt that he would need all of his armored divisions tor the counterbiow

and subseauent exploitation to retake Kharkov. 3 3 He had to acceot oreat

risk with the static elements of his defense in order to constitute a

mobile reserve. In contrast. today s formations in Europe. on ootn

sides. provide mobilitv for the entire force that was absent in 194..

rhe speed inherent in total mobility enables concentration of reserves

and accelerates closure ot follow-on echelons such that it shortens the

windows of opportunit/ tor counterstrokes bv the operational commander.

Paradovicaliv. this increased mobilitv creates a situation in which the

commitment Dt operational rese:ves to a particular course of action

co-jots the tlewitilitv tor a cnanae in mission at the operational level

tr,.t it enables at tne tactical level. The cumbersome loicsti~cl tali

alone will "drive the train" under many circumstances. For tne Ni&TC

commander. the situation is further complicated by the nature ct the

alliance. Whereas Manstein fou h an essentiaii, oure ierman army zroo .

the NATO army croup commancer is taced with the protlems o fioiti.o

disoarate. multi-national torce aoainst an ooconert ,om-nate: tl Sc.iet

eoiiment and methods. Each ntion s eouuioment. oroanizatio.al

structure, and ooeratino met.ods make interooeraoilit, aitricuit. Tne



relative tlexibilitv aetween the two opponents ciearlv leans in tavar of

the Warsaw Pact. What is quite similar, however, is the lact. at

oerational reserves. The NA~TO commander, like Manstein. will have to

create reserves trom the forces at hand, and in a similar manner. tnat

is, by stripping forces from less threatened sectors despite the increase

in risk .

Third. the political constraints and restrictions as triev et-ecr

operational fle.xibilitv are significartly difierent. Manstcer !,as

initially faced with the riaid intransicence at Hitler cn relinouiashino

terrain, the eifect of which was the delay in withdrawina to tne Mius

and, conseouenriy the near catastroohy of his lines at commurication

* beina cut. Despite this initial restriction. ne was able to convince

Hitler of its operational necessity/ and then had a relativel.: free hand

in implamentinq his plan. One could hvpotnesize that Hitler S E.'entual

Pzquiescence and Manstein s insistence were due, in part, tci tne tact:

that it was not home territorv. He had the potential jectn t:c hi= -ear

withcut threateninq tn2 territorial integritv of 6erimar. . :.

dilemma, on the other hand. is the political realities zt d~t,.r:

the oorders ot West Germany. tne spectre at nuciezsr escal t:7 =.~-d t7;;

detensi 'e nature at tr- i i '-s F-ianninq tar oresmori .

cr oss-oorder oc er ct i n i n jroer t o ac lo or i--ite - ou er ar i o -1 P: c

rcn-'r;ez Germ ar s oil i s nc c oo i it ci - ai ac c ert a I e. r- E rt 7F I

r e,. 3nu, sni no t er rit cr.

n ia i Iv. S o% 1e t :e oun. m e thnoas a .,e c :3ntn u E t: c..a
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C o nc u si o-n

The conclusions to be drawn from doctrine should not be taken as

cateaoricail statements of incontrovertible truth that aoolv to all

situations. Unfortunately. that seems to be a predilection ot the

U.S.(4rmv--to ascribe doqmatic veracity to doctrinal literature. wihereas

that mioht be possible at the tactical level in a ier/ limitec wav. it

cannot aoolv at the ooerational level at all, if for no other reason than

orerational art deals priliarilv in future tense as oooosed to the

tactical oresent. The cnaracteristics of each situation wii! dictate

whicr factors should be oiven greater weioht in makina a particular

decision within the contex:t of a soecific camoaion or maior coerarion,

lust as they did for Manstei n over forty years aoo. Hi storv is reos ete

with examoles of commanders who tried to aDOIV formulas rilidlv out who

'5- failed miserably because they forpot to treat each situation

inc-ividualiv. I do not mean to suooest that rianstein s evoerience eitner

.aiidates or invalida-tes the doctrinal statements in FM l-.nor the

converse. Rather, his experience orovides historical analoav aaainst

which to evaluate the eff-icacv of the ideas contained in the l-iello

mnanual. Althouah. the imolications of the manual do not wholv reflect

'anstein Is exoerience. they certainly have provided us thozuchttul

e::aminat ion.

As we have seen. Manstein considered at least five orir'cioai tictors

in determininq when ne was ooina to strike th~e counterolow:

l) rhe overwhelmina suoerionitv of the Soviets.



Q) The relative freedom of action enjoyed by the Soviets.

(3) What he ex:pected the Soviets to do.

M4 The availability and positioning of operational reserves.

t5) The weather as it effected mobility.

Underlying these basic considerations, however, was Manstein s incredible

araso of operational art. His ability to consider effectively these

factors in order to time the counterstroke was the product Vf his

understanding of the three fundamental issues whicn constitute

* operational art: (1) the conditions needed to achieve strateoic coals.

(2j the sequencinq of intermediate actions that miant oroduce those

conaitions, and (3) the application of resources to achieve tnat secuence

of ;ctions. Furthermore, Manstein, perhaps better than anyone else.

cG-,ld anticipate how a campaipn would develop, had the determination to

follow his ludament. could sequence maior actions towards an u:ltim~ate

obiective, knew how to concentrate his combat power, and throuohout. had

the personal flexibility to adiust his plan to the exipencies of tne

situation as the campaior developed. As a result. he was able to retain

his focus on the destruction of the Eoviets operationai center V~

qravitv--the enemy force.

kis we have seen, the statements in FM 100-5 which make direct

assertions about timino are not wholly supoorted bv Manstein s enoerience

in his Winter Cammain of 1943. This does not invalidate tnose abstract

doctrinal conceots. rather it reflects the interdependent relationship o0

the mvriad conditions of warfare. The concepts of counterattackino wnen

the enemy exooses himself, when he reaches his offensive cuininat:nol



point, or when he has been controlled are all valid. Conceptually.

Manstein understood them; however,* he looked to other. mnore SDECI TIC

factors to auide nis decision-makina. Our doctrine. in fact. addresses

each of Nanstein s major considerations as well as many others that coula

effect a timinq decision, such as. surprise, deceotion, lopistics. and

rear operations. The doctrinal sriortfall is in dernonstratino tne

octential effect of specific factors on the timinp decision: our doctrine

provides the factors but not their relationship to tinina. Is the

doctrine, therefore, insufficient?' Only to the dearee that tne universal

concern about stri kino a decisive blow at the critical time and pl ace

should be described as a function of- soecific factors as well as a

* fLrztion of theoretical constructs.

The evperience of Manstein teaches us that timina trie oosrationa,

counterstroke depends not on some prescriptive "ripht" time, but rather on

assessina each situation seperately with full appreciation ior tne

manueverino of laroe units. Decidinq when to counterattack at the

nzoerational level become=- a aoolem not of what or how much information S

:onmander needs to make the decision, but one of malkino the oecisin

within the context of the battle itself, consistent with the finnamentai

nature of ooerational art.

1-it the operational level. the critical factors wnich deterar.ie trne

tinina of a counterstroke are those which affect: rI, the c:nnditicns

needed to achieve strateoi c ooials. k21 the seouencina of interineoiate

3ctions tnat miaht orcduce those conditions, and iZu the aoollicat:on of

-7



resources to acnieie that szeduence of actions. Tne imolicatin of

Marsteiri s egrierierci? tor the U.S. rmv in liaht of these trrer-

i Ln i-entalI i sslis is no c to adeve I o ore scr 1oti 1 e doctr ine , out t or us to

StUdv historv to understand how oast ma=sters of the art hE~e fr,.oe ,Ir

decisions so tnat we nmi.ht broacen our e>:oeriential base in creoaratlin

tar trie ne-t war. An coerational commanaer. todai. neeas to ce. cico

abiiic-, to "see" the battietieia. tO coane as close as cossicile -o

C Iia-sewit Z s iIiiit ar ! a en ius so that ne can ant ici Za-te the "wirnic-is c

oorirnrrit," trat will enable ni m to LIdeeat trnL Sov iet s. Miu o tt r

i t t- r n-Lt i o a ia i IatbI e t on fi m il cue c on tr ad .c t ar ,. 0Ut ne ,Tt t w= r. see

throuoth the ioo of war. At the ooerational ievei. dioctrine czr crit,

suocest conSideratians tor tne commander s iucosent. The co-mnarcer

draw the 30oropriatq interences and concjuscns.

rek~I
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